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For Tammy
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Introduction
These stories hold a special place in my heart. I love these characters and I have a bad
habit of letting their stories tell themselves, I give the characters free reign and often I end up
with a pile of typos and comma splices. These characters are from a semester when I had nothing
to lose. I had taken a semester off, lost a job, lived part of the way through a pandemic, and
become a sort of hermit. These characters, give or take a few, pulled me out of a dark place I
wasn’t sure I could get out of.
I could give you a list of the characters and how they pertain to every aspect of my life
but I’d rather you just read ahead and try to figure out which one is me. More fun that way. You
see, all of them are a piece of me, mixed in with a little bit of what I could or should be. Good
luck figuring out which one I am!
I love these characters and their stories. They are my babies and I hope to publish them
and let the world see just how messed up my sense of humor is. I’d like to take a moment to
apologize to all the people who read the past versions of these pieces. You are all the real MVPs.
Thank you for shaping me into the writer I am today.
Best,

Franki V.
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Abstract
In this collection we explore death, loss, joy, love, and life. “Smiles through tears has always
been my favorite emotion.” (Steel Magnolias) And that’s what this is, smiles through tears.
Everyone is slightly depressed, there are some happy moments in there. A lot of love, and a lot
of friendship. Slices of life, little bite sized nuggets of stories I’ve used to mimic my own life.
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Charlie’s Funeral
Charlie was the first of us to figure out how to spell “boobs” on the calculator. He was the
loudmouth who got kicked out of every class at least twice a semester. He was also the first one
of us to get married. And finally, he was the first to beat us to the grave.
Charlie’s brother, Sam, met me at the front door of Ibert’s Funeral Home with a ribcrushing hug. It was odd not to see him in fatigues; Zoom calls and photographs made it look
like he didn’t own any other clothes. Sam clung to me and bawled. I patted his back and let it
happen.
Sam let me go after a few minutes, wiped his face, then smiled but it didn’t reach his
eyes. “Hello, Aaron.”
“Hello, Sam.” I had to look up at him-he was a huge man, six foot seven and all muscle
thanks to the military. He looked like he could punch the skeleton out of a whale. “When did you
get in?”
“Last night, crashed at Doug and Randy’s place.”
I nodded. “Yeah, they’re good dudes. Hey, you heard anything from Abigail?”
Sam turned a shade of red, then he pointed to the front of the parlor. “The divorce was
never finalized so she’s technically next of kin. She’s at the front.”
I turned and saw the top of her head just over the red couches for immediate family and
my heart jumped in my chest. I could feel the blood rushing through me; she was there. And she
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was sitting next to a redheaded man. I tried to hide my excitement, but I could see that Sam was
getting annoyed with me.
“Yeah, she’s here. She’s been here all week. You can go say hi, if you want to. Doug and
Randy are in the kitchen in the back.”
“Thanks, man.” I patted his shoulder just as an elderly couple walked in. Sam grabbed the
old man and hugged him tightly. I ran while I could.

***

The kitchen wasn’t really a kitchen—just a small room with a vending machine, a coffee maker,
and a small table with a couple of chairs. The marble counter matched the marble floor, a greyand-tan mixture. At the table was Doug in all his pudgy glory. He was a piano player in his
husband’s band. His husband, Dandy Randy, sat across from him. Randy was a tall fella with
makeup and fake lips. They were holding hands over the table and talking quietly.
“Hello.” I took my hands out of my pockets and hugged Doug as he got up to hug me
back.
“Oh, thank God you’re here. Randy was scare you weren’t going to make it.” He sat back
in his chair as Randy got up.
Randy put his arms around me and made a kissy noise in my ear. “Glad you’re here,
darling.” He let me go, wiping the lipstick from my cheek.
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Doug reached out for Randy’s again with one hand and took a sip of his coffee with the
other. “Have you spoken to her yet?”
“No, I saw Sam at the door but came back here right after talking to him. That boy got
one hell of a hug, don’t he?”
Randy took his coffee cup to the pot in the corner. “Oh, honey, I have been avoiding that
hug for the past sixteen hours. There’s not much to me, I do yoga but if he hugs me I’m dead.”
I took Randy’s seat across from Doug. I crossed my arms then looked at Doug and put
my hand on the table.
“I’m not holding your hand, Aaron.” He rolled his eyes.
“I thought it was required for this seat.”
He scoffed and took a fresh cup of coffee from Randy. “So, how’s work?”
Randy handed me a cup and pointed at the sugar packets on the table. “Here you go.” He
smiled and went back to the coffee pot.
“Thanks.” I took a sip; it needed sugar, but I decided to suffer. “Well, I’m between jobs
right now, but I got some good prospects.”
“So, you’re unemployed.” Doug was proud of his deduction. He took a sip of his coffe
and burned his lip.
“No, man. I’m freelance, I can pick and choose my jobs.”
Randy made a curious noise. “Oh, how do you choose?”
“Well, a few factors go into it. The project, the company.”
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“The rent.” Doug spoke into his coffee cup, snorted as he tried to sip, and poured the rest
of his coffee down his front. “Shit.”
“Babe! We are in the house of the Lord!”
Doug made a face. “This isn’t a church. Otherwise it would have crumbled when I
walked in.”
“Still, you shouldn’t swear here.”
I pulled a pack of cigarettes from my breast pocket. “Want to go somewhere where we
can swear?”

***

Randy and Doug sat on my truck bed and smoked my menthols as I dug through my suitcase for
a clean shirt. I found one and brought it to Doug. “Here, this might fit you. So you don’t have to
wear bad coffee all day.”
“Thanks, man.”
Randy looked up at the smoke coming from his cigarette, then pointed. “Oh, look! I made
a smoke ring!” He was so happy about it he almost fell off the truck. He was a skinny guy, not
much to him but lips and hair. No eyebrows to speak of, but it worked with his bone structure.
“Did you know Charlie was the first person I came out to?” Doug buttoned the clean shirt
and put his black suit jacket back on. “Do you know what he told me?”
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“No, what?” I lit my cigarette and leaned against the truck.
“He said ‘that’s cool.’ Then nothing. It was like nothing changed. When I told my mom,
she slammed my hand in the oven door. At least other people only had to pray the gay away.
Baking the gay away hurts a little more.” He held up his hand and wiggled the joint where his
finger used to be.
Randy looked over at me. “I didn’t come out. I just showed up at home with a cute guy
and was like ‘This my boyfriend’ and Mama said, ‘Does boyfriend like toaster strudel?’ That
was the best fucking pastry in the world.” He took another puff, then flicked it on the ground.
“Yeah, we could tell Charlie anything. He didn’t give a fuck, as long as we were happy.”
“He was a good friend.” We let the words hang out with us for a moment until the front
door of the funeral parlor opened and Sam came out followed closely by Abigail. Her red dress
hugged her in all the right places but unfortunately for Sam it left her mouth wide open.
He stopped midway through the parking lot and put a finger in her face. “You don’t have
the fucking right to be here. You left, remember?” Sam came over to the truck and sat down on
the truck bed.
I tried to play referee. “Hey, let’s wait a minute. What’s happening, guys?” I put myself
between them, not sure what Sam would do. I got a little too close to Abigail and felt her cool
skin against my fingers. I turned to look at her and could feel my face turning red. “Hi, Abby.”
She blushed a little. “Hi, Aaron.”
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Sam slipped off of the truck and the bed bounced up slightly, which made Randy bounce.
He clung to the edge of the truck. “I don’t know why she’s here, man. She left him with that bigass house and those big-ass bills.”
“Charlie left me years ago, that person wasn’t my husband.”
Sam tried to rush her. He was a man of honor so I knew he wouldn’t try to get through
me, but he did want to scare her.
And it worked. She took a step back and slipped right off her heels and onto the hard
cement. I turned to help her up but she brushed me off. “No, I got it.” She got up and flipped
Sam off, then walked back into the funeral home.
“Real nice, Sam.” I went to close my truck door.
“Fuck her, she broke him. She’s nothing to me, I don’t see why I couldn’t handle all this
stuff alone.”
Doug cocked his head to the side. “From Germany?”
“I could have tried.”
I slammed the door to the truck and straightened out my jacket. “Hey, you guys hang out
here. I’m going to see Charlie.”
“Fair warning.” Sam took a cigarette from the pack on the back of the truck. “They cut
his hair.”
I felt my stomach churn. “They what?”
“Yep.” Sam puffed the cigarette and held back tears. “He’s got a fucking crew cut.”

6

I nodded, then headed inside.

***

When we were fifteen a girl named Abigail moved into our neighborhood. She was beautiful;
long black hair, large green eyes, sun-kissed skin, and a one-track mind. She had on her Harvard
sweater when it was cold, and a Harvard tank top when it was warm. And no matter which it
was, she was arm in arm with Charlie. From the moment they met she saw something in him that
she didn’t see in me.
Charlie couldn’t get a ticket to prom because he was failing four of five classes, and the
fifth class was a D minus. So I bought two tickets and I took my best friend’s girl to prom. And
that night we kissed. And she saw it. She saw in me what she saw in Charlie. I saw the light flick
on in her eyes. Then she cried and made me drive her to Charlie’s house.
Charlie didn’t talk to me for a month; he thought I tried something funny, but she calmed
him down and said it was because of him, he couldn’t get a ticket to prom. He upset her. She
should have been at prom with her boyfriend, not her boyfriend’s best friend. And he took that
blame. And he carried it to his GED classes, and to trade school, and to their wedding.
When Abigail said “I do” I mouthed the words “I do” back to her. We both smiled, but
she wasn’t looking at me.

***
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I stood next to the casket and looked down at Charlie. He was tall like his little brother but he
didn’t have all that military training to beef him up. His long red hair was gone and he was in a
suit. A black suit with a plaid tie.
“I had it made from his kilt.” Abigail stood next to me and looked down. “Aaron, we
need to talk.”
“We’ve got nothing to say here. Not right now.”
She put her arm around mine and laid her head on my shoulder. “I didn’t want to hurt
him.”
“I know. Neither did I.”
She sniffled and pulled a hankie from her bra and dabbed at her eyes. “Thanks for
coming.”
I scoffed. “As if I’d miss my best friend’s funeral.” I was quiet for a moment. “Can I ask
why he’s not in his kilt?”
“It’s what the tie is made with. There was no shirt to go with the kilt, so I bought him a
suit instead. Doesn’t he look handsome?”
“No, he looks like someone else.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I have to go.” I
turned around to leave but was blocked by a large, redheaded man in a kilt, no shirt, holding
bagpipes, his usual dress for performances. Charlie was there, his red hair shaved to the scalp.
“So, you slept with my girl, then?”
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I felt my stomach flip and I bolted for the side door that led directly to the parking lot,
making it easy to load the caskets into the hearses, and projectile vomited all over a flowerbed
full of lilies and begonias.
“Good form, excellent dismount, a little shaky on the landing but I still give you a ten!”
Charlie stood next to me with a very large cigar in his mouth, “So, you slept with my wife,
then?”
I stood up slowly, met his gaze, then puked again and collapsed.

***

The next thing I knew there were several faces looming over me. Sam snapped his fingers in my
face a few times and called my name. “Aaron? Aaron, you passed out in puke!”
“Thanks, Sam.” I pushed his hand away and stood up slowly with everyone’s help. “Did
you guys see Charlie?”
Doug was still holding onto my arm. “Can you fucking believe it?”
I nodded and spat a wad of something into the flowerbed. “Yeah. I can.” I started walking
towards my truck and fumbled with my keys. “I got to go, y’all. I’m at the Forest Inn if you want
to come by for a drink.” I dropped the keys and wobbled again.
Randy picked them up and ushered me towards my passenger side door. “Come on, I’ll
drive you. Doug, meet us there.”
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Doug looked at Sam. “You coming? Or you going to stay here and cry on all your
relatives?”
“Shotgun!” Sam said and ran to Doug’s car.
“There’s nobody else coming, dingus.”

***

My room was a single, very small, but it had a minibar. As soon as I was safely on the bed
Randy stole my card, punched in a number on the lock, and pulled out several bottles. “Pick your
poison, boys.” He held them up between his fingers like the Wolverine of booze.
Doug pulled out a full bottle of Crown. “I’m an alcoholic, not a kid.”
“I just want the little bottles. I can make jewelry out of them.” He popped one open and
sucked down the amber liquid in one go.
Doug nudged Sam in the side. “That’s why I married him.”
I sat up and motioned for the gin in Randy’s other hand. “Give it. I need something.”
“Are you sure? You almost died in a flowerbed no more than fifteen minutes ago.”
I nodded. “I’m sure.” I took a sip from the little bottle and let it linger in my mouth. I
wanted to feel the burn. “He knows now.”
“Who? What? What did I miss?” Randy sucked down another bottle of Jack, then held it
up to his earlobe and smiled wide at Doug.
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“Would he have cared?” Doug took a long slug from the bottle of Crown, then passed it
to Sam.
“Cared about what?” Sam took a slug as well, then winced. “Oh, that’s rough.”
“Don’t be a pussy.” Doug took it back, took another swig, then sat on the edge of the bed
next to Randy. “Aaron slept with Abigail.”
“What?” Sam’s face twisted. He looked how I felt.
I nodded. “It was right after the split. I was trying to get some of his things from their
house; he was in no shape to go over there. She came back early. We got in a heated argument,
then we fucked right there on the kitchen floor.”
“The same kitchen floor that we helped Charlie put in when he first bought the house.”
Doug took another long swig. “Got a lot of fucked-up shit in our past, don’t we, Aaron?”
I nodded, then chugged down the rest of the gin. “We are pretty fucked up.”
Doug wiped his mouth and sighed. “Wasn’t even the first time.”
“We were kids then, it was just a kiss.” I took another small bottle from Randy and
opened it. “He forgave me long before you did.”
“You almost ruined the whole group; I had a shit homelife I needed you people. Can you
blame me?”
Sam looked at the bottle Doug was holding out for him and shook his head. “I would
expect that from her, but you?” His face started to turn red.
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“Is that why you painted the side of the building? Because you think he knew about the
kitchen floor?” Randy emptied a small wine bottle, then made a sour face. “What brand is this so
I don’t accidentally buy it later?”
“No, he never found out while he was alive. I got sick because…well, I don’t know
why.” I took a sip from the bottle in my hand, I had no idea what it was, but it burned nicely.
“She was holding my arm and crying, then I turned around to leave and he was standing there.”
Doug furrowed his brow. “Who?”
“Charlie.” I downed the rest of the tiny bottle and tossed it in Randy’s direction, who
tossed me a full bottle. “I saw him when I first got there, but I didn’t know it was him. He was
sitting on the sofa next to Abigail. At least I think it was. Have I lost my mind?”
Everyone was silent, their answer was clear.
“At least you didn’t see his mom.” Doug passed the crown to Randy and laughed.
I snorted. “She wouldn’t show up if she was alive, why the hell would I see her here
now?”
Sam stiffened even more than usual; his fists clenched. “Momma wasn’t that bad.”
“She kicked him out at sixteen, he spent a month on my sofa.”
Sam started walking towards me, but Doug put a hand up and stopped him. “You were
the golden child. You were her favorite. You don’t know what she would do. Charlie and I spent
many nights at Aaron’s house because our mothers were fucking insane. I watched my mom hit
my sister so hard a tooth fell out of her face. And not a baby tooth, either. She crushed my hand
in an oven, knowing full well I made a living playing piano, Do you know what your mom
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would tell Charlie when he would bring home his report card? It didn’t matter what the grades
were, she would throw it in the trash, point to yours, and say ‘Wow, great job letting your little
brother get all the brains.’ One time she pushed him down the fucking stairs because he forgot
his bookbag at home and she had to leave work to bring it to him.
“She was a fucking bitch to him, Sam. She took every opportunity to cut him down and
you just sat there with your mouth full of Wheaties thinking she was the greatest mom ever.”
Doug put his hand on Randy’s thigh. I tried not to, but I looked at the scars on his knuckles and
where his pinkie finger used to be.
“So all of this is my fault then? He was broken before Abigail even got her claws into
him and its because of me?” He looked like he was going to cry. I walked over to him. I had to
reach up, but I put a hand on each shoulder. “No, man. That’s not what we’re saying at all.
You’re the reason he didn’t do it sooner. He couldn’t leave you alone. He had every opportunity
to get the hell out of there—he did leave at one point—but you were so little. He didn’t want to
leave you there with no buffer. He loved you so fucking much, man. If there is anyone in this
room, in that family, in the entire world whose fault it is not, it’s you. Understand? He was a
troubled man, beaten by trauma, who finally found a way out.” I patted Sam’s shoulders.
He nodded and sniffled. He sat down on the foot of the bed and sprawled out.
We sat quietly for a moment. The air conditioner buzzed and the couple next door argued
through the wall. Nothing but silence and violence to fill the air.
Randy broke it. “Can we order some pizza? I saw a Domino’s and we all need some
relief. We can go back later, after we’ve all filled our bellies and Aaron’s had a shower.”
“What?” I looked at him funny. “Why would I need a shower?”
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“Honey, you landed in your own vomit. Your front is fine, but your back looks like you
have a pterodactyl living on your shoulder.”

***

After an ungodly amount of food and a hot shower, we were all back at the funeral home for the
rosary. Sam sat on the opposite sofa from Abigail; he was less upset but slightly drunk. Randy,
Doug, and I sat in the lobby on a wooden bench looking at a weird sofa that was green with
white dots. It was a big circle and there were small children laughing loudly and climbing all
over it. “These people have no respect. Look at those fucking brats.” Doug folded his arms
across his chest and shook his head.
“Babe, please don’t swear here.” Randy looked around as if he were looking for the
principle. “They are literally saying the Rosary in the very next room.”
“What? It’s true.” Doug huffed. “And why can’t I cuss? If they can scream and play
during something as sacred as a Rosary, then I can say fuck.”
They bickered for a moment longer as if I weren’t sat next to them. The kids played like
they were outside. A little girl stood on top of the circular sofa and screamed as if she were being
murdered. A few boys chased each other around it, one decided to climb over it and knocked the
girl down to the lower, seating level. She squealed again, this time because she thought she was
dead or something.
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Randy huffed and crossed his arms. “I’m just saying, some people might take offense and
I don’t want to get kicked out.”
“Who’s going to kick out Dandy Randy?”
The taller of the two boys was now standing in the middle of the sofa and declaring
himself the king of comfort. A second little girl ran over in a dress that would have been more
suited for a Christmas gathering in the nineties and pushed him at the knees. He buckled and fell
forward, his face stopped a few centimeters above the hard, marble floor.
I didn’t think, I didn’t listen. I stood up, walked over to the sofa, and yelled as loud as I
could without hurting myself. “Hey! There’s a dead guy in a box in the next room and some
people here are kind of upset about that. Y’all mind shutting the fuck up for five minutes?” The
whole room was silent. Stunned children stared up at me, their small mouths open. A little girl
started to tear up. Their parents, equally as dumbfounded, had ended their own conversations and
were staring at me as well. “That’s better.” I turned around to go back, but Abigail stepped
between me and my seat.
“We need to talk; can we go somewhere?”
I followed her easily. Doug started to follow me, but I waved him down. “It’s cool. I got
this.”

***
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By the time I realized where she was taking me, we were in the morgue. There was an old man in
the corner; I had read his obituary in the paper next to Charlie’s. His hair looked the same as in
his picture. “What do you want, Abigail?” I tried not to sound angry, but I was still realing.
The next thing I knew, her lips were pressed against mine and she was running her hands
up and down my chest. I tried to stop her out of respect for Charlie but my hands were in her
hair. I pulled her away and caught my breath.
“Abigail, stop it.”
“Come on, call me Abby. You know me.”
“You’re right, I do know you.” I buried my face in her neck and kissed. She smelled like
vanilla; warm, loving. I wanted to bite her. “I know every inch of you. I know who you are.”
She pulled me towards a table, and I lifted her easily and slipped my hand up her dress.
“Oh, good move, man! Nibble her earlobe. She fucking loves that!” Charlie was sitting
on the table next to the old man. “What do you think, Mr. MacGroober? Do these wacky kids
have a future?”
“Oh, shit.” I pulled away and closed my shirt around me. “Look, I have to go.”
“Go?” Abigail looked defeated.
“Go?” Charlie looked disappointed. “We were just getting started!”
“I’m sorry, Abigail. I can’t do this.”
She jumped from the table and adjusted her dress. “What’s wrong with you? No chance
of getting caught by Charlie, so the thrill is gone?”
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“Yeah, Aaron, what’s the matter with you?” Charlie blew into his bagpipes, a sound
filled the tiny room, but Abigail didn’t flinch. She just folded her arms and looked at me
strangely.
“Aaron, are you okay?”
I squinted and tried to cover my ears without covering my ears. The blast was hurting,
and the pitch was getting higher. “Abby, I have to go. I’m at the Forest Inn on the main drag.”
I opened the door and left with my shirt still flapping around me. I buttoned the last
button as I passed Doug and Randy.

***

Doug followed me out to my truck; Randy was right behind him. “See you handled her well.”
M shirt was untucked and buttoned wrong. My belt hung like a flaccid penis. “Shut up,
man.”
“Glad you told that bitch what for at her ex-husband’s funeral.” He pulled out his keys
and fumbled with them for a moment. “Do me a favor, okay? When I die, let Randy grieve in
peace. Don’t show up trying to dry his tears with your cock. Let my body get cold before you
move in, okay?” He walked away towards his own car.
“Hey. Fuck you!” I started after him and spun him around. “You don’t know what the
fuck is going on in my head. You have no idea how lonely it is in here. You don’t know what
I’m going through!”
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“Seems like you’re going through all the local widows. Better get another suit, Mr.
MacGroober’s going to be buried at two-thirty tomorrow. Wouldn’t want his old lady get
cobwebs.” He turned to leave again but I caught him and punched him in the jaw.
Without a moment lost, he punched me in the throat. He covered his mouth and laughed.
“Oh, shit! I’m so sorry, man! You caught me by surprise. You shouldn’t have fucking hit me,
man.”
Randy kicked off his heels and ran over to help me up. “Damnit, Doug.” He looked me
over as I gasped for air. “You’re going to kill somebody!”
“Well, we’re at a funeral home. Ain’t got far to carry him.”
“That’s not funny. Go start the car, I’ll be there in a minute. And grab my shoes!” He
helped me straighten up and walked me back to my truck.
“He hit me first!”
“And we’re on a playground, huh? Gotta act like children at Charlie’s funeral?”
Doug walked off in a huff.
We got to my truck and he brushed off my shoulders as I caught my breath. “He’s not
wrong, you know.” Randy smiled with half his mouth. “I thought Charlie was your best friend.”
“He was. He is.” I cleared my throat. “He always will be.”
“So, what, she got a velvet-lined vagina or something?” He put his hands on his hips and
smirked at me.
I laughed through my nose. “No, no velvet. Poisoned, maybe. But no velvet.”
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Doug pulled up behind my truck and rolled down the passenger window. “Come on,
babe. Let’s go.”
“We’ll see you tomorrow morning. You’re doing the eulogy still, right?”
“Yeah, got it here.” I patted my coat pocket. The folded sheets of paper were full of
spelling errors and ridiculous stories about stealing candy from the corner store. “I’ll be the one
up front with shit in his pants.”
“Babe, come on,” Doug said. “We got to get out of here. Sam looks like he needs another
hug, and my ribs can’t take it.”
They zoomed off just as Sam walked up to me. “So, it happened again.”
I stiffened. “What do you mean?”
“You fucked Abigail. Don’t deny it. It’s written all over you.” He shifted and looked
uncomfortable in his suit. “It happened again.”
“Almost.” I braced myself for another hit. I almost wanted it; maybe it would make me
feel better.
Sam looked down at his hands. “The only reason I’m not going to kill you right now is
because it would take the attention from Charlie. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He clapped my back a
little harder than necessary, then disappeared into a crowd of family members.

***
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I made it back to my room about six-thirty. At seven, there was a knock at my door. I opened it
and there she was. Her hair was up in a bun and she had gotten rid of the tight red dress. This
was more her style, baggy sweats and a Harvard t-shirt. She smiled and pointed inside my room.
“Can I come in?”
“Yeah, sure. Come on in.” I moved aside, then offered her a slice of pizza from earlier.
“Thanks.” She took a slice and sat on my bed. She crossed her feet and wiggled her toes.
“Does your TV work? Mine doesn’t. I’ve been watching Netflix on my phone.”
I shook my head. “Abigail, why are you here?”
“What happened today? You were into it, then you very clearly weren’t. Was it
something I did?”
I sat on the foot of the bed and crossed my arms. “Yes and no. Charlie was my best
friend. I loved him more than any person in the whole world. Then you came along. And I
wanted you. But he got you.”
“You can’t blame me for your missed opportunity, Aaron, that’s not fair.”
I laughed out of disgust, mostly because there was nothing else for me to do. “Missed
opportunity? You two literally started dating the day you met.” I shook my head. “Missed
opportunity my ass.”
“I loved Charlie from the moment I met him. And I loved you from the moment I met
you.”
I folded my arms. “Loved? Past tense?”
“It kind of feels cheap to say it now, the night before we burry my husband.”
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“Ex-husband.”
“Why does everyone keep saying that. Yes, we were divorced but I still loved him.”
I stood up and walked over to the mini bar. “There’s that past tense again.”
“Do you know what it’s like to be married to Charlie?”
“Do you know what it’s like to get that phone call? That the person you love the most,
the person you hurt the most has killed himself?”
“I didn’t need a phone call,” she half yelled half cried, her face was turning red. “I found
him.”
I looked at her and for a brief moment nothing had happened. We were just friends
mourning. I wanted to ask but she filled in the gaps for me.
“We had been talking, we were on good terms, and we were going to go on a date next
Friday—it was the only day I had off. Then, he called me last week, he was so upset. He was
screaming about how they were coming to get him, how he was going to be taken away, how he
wouldn’t let them get him.” She paused to catch her breath; she was starting to cry. “He said ‘I
love you, Abby. I’m going to miss you the most.’ Then he hung up. I got in my car and drove as
fast as I could. His head is shaved because it’s fake, Aaron. He fucking blew his brains out with a
shot gun. A shot gun I have absolutely no idea how he got his hands on, and I’m the bad guy
because he got a haircut.”
“Why didn’t you do a closed casket? Or cremation?”
She shook her head. “Yeah, like Sam would have been okay with that.” She wiped a tear
away. “Charlie was the only person who could talk sense into him. I miss him.”
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I let the news settle in me. I wanted to vomit again but I kept it down. After a long time, I
finally asked, “Wh-what was going on with Charlie?”
She sniffed again, this time she wiped her eyes on my sheets. I didn’t mind. “Charlie had
drug-induced psychosis. He’d been battling for years. That’s why I couldn’t leave him; I had to
stay, I had to protect him from himself.”
“He would have told me he was on something.”
“He didn’t tell me. I just found out he was abusing. Remember when he fell off the roof
of his house trying to sneak back in to check on Sam?”
“Yeah.”
She nodded and sniffled again. “He’d been using since then. He tried to stop, he really
did, but it always pulled him back in and I did everything I could. Aaron, I’m so sorry.”
She began to cry loudly. I crawled up the bed and put my arm around her. I kissed her
cheek and held her until we both fell asleep.

***

I woke up about three-thirty in the morning to bagpipes being played inside the room. Charlie
was standing there playing them. “Morning, sleepy boy!” He blew hard into the mouthpiece and
a sort of scream emitted from it.
I looked around and saw that Abigail was gone. “What the fuck is going on?”
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Charlie chunked the bagpipes to the corner of the room with a sick wheeze and sat down
on the edge of the bed. He slapped my leg, and I could swear I felt his hand. “I’m here to say
thanks.”
“For what? Fucking your wife behind your back?”
“No, for telling Sam it wasn’t his fault. Because it isn’t.” He sighed, took one of my
cigarettes, lit it, and puffed. “It’s nobody’s fault, really. Not Abby’s. Especially not Abby’s. She
was trying to help but she wasn’t ready to deal with my shit. Nobody was.”
“Yeah, she told me.” I felt the fear leave me. I sat up and lit my own cigarette. “Man, I’m
sorry. It won’t happen again, I swear.”
“Yes, it will. But I don’t care. One of the perks of being dead.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, guess so. Did you know all along?”
“What, that you and my wife had a thing behind my back? Fuck yeah, I did. I guessed it
around prom. But I was too scared to do anything about it.”
“You? Scared of me?”
“No, scared of me. I knew once I was alone, I’d be holy hell. And I was right. I am my
mother’s son. And my father’s son.” He went to flip his hair out of his way but there was nothing
there. He shrugged. “Anyway, it runs in the family. So take care of Sam. Make sure he has a
good, long, drug free life, okay?”
I nodded. “I’m sorry about your hair, man.” I thought about his last haircut; it was the
night before Sam’s graduation. A week before he left for bootcamp. A promise, brother to
brother. Sam shaved it for him.
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He rubbed his head and smiled. “I mean, he came home for the funeral. So, promise
fulfilled? And let me ask you something else. Do you know how much I’m gonna save in
shampoo?”
I shrugged.
“Hundred percent discount. Dead people don’t wash their hair.” He laughed and choked
on his cigarette. He caught his breath, took another drag, then put the rest of it out in the ashtray.
“Do me a favor. Let Doug know that I’ve saved him a spot in hell right next to me. He’s going to
love it there.”
“You went to hell?”
“No, but it’s going to freak him the fuck out.” He smiled and patted my leg again. “I got
to go, man.”
“Wait, I want to know. Are you happier now?”
He sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Well, I was sick. I was lonely. I was full of
drugs and booze. I don’t remember much about the last three months. It’s all a blur. So I can’t
say for sure, but I know I’m not in pain anymore. I should have left a note. You people don’t
pick up on shit.” He grinned again, picked up his bagpipes, filled the bag with air, then
disappeared.
I woke up and the sun was out. I rubbed my face and looked at the clock. It was sixfifteen. I reached for my cigarettes and saw the ashtray. There was a half-smoked cigarette next
to my butts.
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***

The parking lot was packed with all manner of cars that weren’t there for the rosary. Doug and
Randy were standing in the parking spot next to their car and waved me in when they saw my
truck.
“Figured you’d need a place to park that fucking yee-yee. We haven’t gone in yet, but
someone brought doughnuts.” Doug held Randy’s hand as he gestured. Something Charlie use to
say was that if you ever wanted to shut Doug up tie his hands together.
Inside everyone was seated and facing the casket. I walked up and put my hand on
Charlie’s. It was cold and waxy. It made me shiver. I looked back at Doug and Randy, who had
found a seat in the back. The priest took his time introducing me.
“Charlie was a God fearing Christian with a heart of gold. He loved fiercely and held a
soft spot for those who were down on their luck. The last time I spoke to Charlie he told me,
‘Father Jackson, don’t let anyone leave my funeral and not know that I loved them. No matter
who they are. And here to relay his message of love is someone who knew Charlie both in the
light and in the dark, his friend Aaron Wright. Aaron?” He gestured towards the microphone.
I stepped up to the pulpit and pulled out my paper. I looked the words over for a second.
They talked about Charlie and how great he was. I looked up at the crowd. In the back was a
redheaded man holding bagpipes, topless, wearing a kilt.
I smiled and fumbled with the paper. It was wrinkled and full of what people wanted me
to say. I folded it up and put it back in my pocket.
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“I remember when we were eighteen. We went on a trip together, him, me, and Doug.
And Abby.” I looked down in the front row.
Abby smiled slightly through her tears.
I cleared my throat. “He wanted to go to Vegas. Said he never went on vacation, and he
wanted to do a proper boys’ weekend. I said, ‘Two problems with that. One, you’re bringing a
girl. And two, we can’t do anything in Vegas. We’re not twenty-one yet.’ He said, ‘What they
gonna do? Kick us out of the casino? They want our money, man.’ And he was right. They
kicked us out before we cleared the lobby. And we sat on that curb for an hour waiting for Doug
and Abby to get found out.
“He looked up at the sky and said, ‘I can’t find it.’ I asked him what he was looking for
and he said, ‘purpose. I’ve been looking, I know I’m supposed to have one, but I can’t for the life
of me figure out what I’m gonna do once you all go off to college.’ But he figured it out in the
end. He found odd jobs around the Harvard area and pretended to live in his van while Abby
finished up law school. He even spent a semester in New York following Doug around like a
whipped puppy. But he never came to Lafayette.” I let it sink in for a moment. I hadn’t realized it
until then but he had never once came to Lafayette. Not even for graduation.
I cleared my throat. “We were together through almost everything. With Charlie as the
captain of the most fucked up crew you could imagine there was nothing we couldn’t do. And
now we’re on our own.” I blinked away some tears I hadn’t even known were coming and tried
to continue. “It’s going to be difficult; it’s going to be something absolutely none of us ever
wanted to do. But we have to. We have to figure out this world without its sun. I’m going to miss
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my friend, we all are.” I looked at him in his casket, his skin was sunken, and pail and I wanted
to puke again but I fought it.
I started walking from the pulpit when it hit me. I walked back, took the mic from the
priest, and announced, “Doug, forgot to tell you. He’s saved you a seat in Hell. Says you’re
gonna love it there.”
I nodded to the priest, who was dumbfounded. He was silent for a moment, then caught
himself. “Oh, uh. Yes. Thank you, Aaron.

***

We did the graveside thing; he was next to his parents to the left of his father. We let everyone
leave, then hung back to give Sam a few moments alone with his family.
Randy broke the silence. “I just realized, he’s alone now. It’s just him.”
Doug took Randy’s hand and smiled. “It’s not just him. Not while I’m around.”
We all smiled, and Abigail put her hand in mine. “That was a really nice eulogy, Aaron.”
“He really told you I’m going to hell?” Doug had a hint of concern in his voice.
I shrugged. “He said it, and he never lied to us.”
I looked down at Abby; she was holding my hand, her body was pressed to my arm. I put
my arm around her and looked up at Sam.
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Next to Sam in the sunlight was Charlie and his bagpipes. With one final blow he patted
Sam on the back and disappeared. Sam looked around but didn’t see anybody there. He walked
over to us and asked, “Did you guys see someone hit me?”
We all shook our heads, I squeezed Abby’s hand, and we got in our vehicles. Abby
slipped into my truck. “Can you give me a ride back to the house? I need to get a few things.”
I put the truck in gear and pulled out onto the dirt road.
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Life at the Quarry
Anchor woke up and stretched. The sun wasn’t up yet but he could already see some of the lights in the
other wagons popping on. He turned on his own so whoever wanted early morning coffee could come on
over. He had been here for two years; the Navy treated him well but now he was on his own in a wagon, a
small trailer with just a bathroom, a small kitchenette, and a living room/bedroom hybrid right in the
middle.
A cool front had passed in the night and there was a chill in the morning air as he opened the
front door to let Buck the boarhound out. On his porch was Ethel Clair, a plump woman who cooked for
all the workers on the hill. She was standing there with a plate that Anchor knew held her orange
cinnamon rolls with orange glaze. It was her own recipe and she had spent a few months perfecting it, the
best few months of breakfast the quarry had ever seen.
She smiled weakly and said, “We need to talk.”
He nodded and moved aside. “Come on in.”
She set the rolls on the table and started separating them onto smaller plates.
Anchor began making coffee. It was quiet for a few minutes until Anchor handed her a cup. “Can
people in your condition have this?”
She took the cup and shrugged. “I have no idea.” She took a sip, then sighed. “Tom doesn’t seem
to think so.”
Anchor made a screwed-up face. “Tom doesn’t know a lot.”
“Come on, Anchor, you knew it wouldn’t last.” She went to the sofa and sat down. Her face was
turning a shade of green Anchor hadn’t seen since his days in the Navy. Always some boot, green around
the gills wanting his mommy.
“You okay? Bathrooms in there.” He pointed at the only door inside the wagon.
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“I’ll be okay. Doctor said it shouldn’t last past the first trimester, so I’ll be fine soon.” She took
another sip of coffee and her complexion seemed to calm.
Anchor sat across from her on his coffee table. He looked at his coffee, then back to her. “So you
told Tom, then?”
She nodded. “He said that’s our cue. We’ll be heading to Ohio in a couple weeks. That’s where
his family is and he wants his mother to know his child.”
“Well, that’s not going to happen. You’re going to stay up here with me.”
She sniffed as tears started to flood her eyes. “I think it’s best if I go with my husband, Anthony.”
She only used his real name when she was upset. “I have to do what’s best for the family.”
He stood up and poured the coffee into the sink, then pushed his orange cinnamon roll into the
dog’s bowl. “He’ll thank you later. Probably tired of kibble anyhow. I guess you need to go pack.”
“Anthony, that’s not fair.”
“I gotta hit the head.” He walked into the small bathroom and waited till he heard the door close.
Then he punched the mirror out over his sink.

***

Anchor put on his gear and harnessed Buck. On his way to the site, he saw Tom. Tom was a short fella,
pudgy nose, and not a single hair on the top part of his head. He had a big smile, and his eyes were red.
“You look awfully chipper for a man who just spent a night in a tower.”

30

Tom grinned and shoved the rocks with his feet. “Aw, I might as well tell you. I can’t keep a
secret, especially not one this good. I’m going to be a daddy.” He laughed and smiled even wider; he
sounded like an injured seal. “Can you imagine? A little me running around the compound.”
Anchor tried not to laugh but managed a cool smile. “You know, I can just about picture it.”
“Well, I better get home. Ethel was skinning oranges when I left last night so I think there’s a
cinnamon roll waiting for me. See you later, Anchor!” Tom waved and almost skipped back to his wagon.
Anchor shook his head. He made it to the gate, swiped his card, and went out.
The compound was a large piece of property that took him and Buck three hours to get all the
way around. Anchor and Buck’s jobs were to keep people and large animals out of the compound, to keep
the miners and workers safe. They made the trip twice before lunch, then twice again after, then the night
crew took over.
The mine had opened mid-sixties, all manner of stone and marble was extracted daily, Anchor
didn’t care what they robbed nature of, as long as he got his paycheck on Friday. There had been some
attacks on the camp a few years ago so they decided to put up the fence, then the watch towers, then the
patrolmen. Sometimes Anchor wondered if the fence was to keep the wild animals out or the workers in.
Either way, he was trained to shoot, Buck was trained to attack, and the men were trained to work.
Tom was a tower man, and a damn fine shot. If someone lets out the call, a long blow on a bull
horn, then the tower man takes aim and opens fire.
The first time Anchor saw Ethel he was taken aback. She was not his type. She was short,
chubby, and had a bad perm. He knew she would make Tom happy because they matched. She wasn’t as
short as Tom, but she was as goofy. Their laughs seemed to harmonize after a few seconds. Then it hit
him, she was pretending.
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He waited until they were alone to make his move. He walked up to her and offered her a beer.
She took it and sucked it down almost completely. “Oh, that’s the good shit.” He smiled and sipped his
own beer. They talked for a few months, she started bringing him breakfast, he would bring a beer in the
evenings after Tom would leave for the tower, then it happened. She broke a glass in the sink. Anchor
wrapped her finger in a dish towel and walked her to the sofa. They sat there quietly, waiting for the
bleeding to stop. He kissed her, she kissed back.
Anchor knew Ethel was married. He knew her husband. That didn’t stop him. He thought she was
unhappy. He knew she wanted him, and he wanted her. And now it was all a mess.

***

He made his first lap for the day with no incident. He swiped the card and went back in the compound.
“I need a replacement. Don’t feel well,” he told the guard at the gate who nodded and radioed for
a replacement.
Anchor went back to his wagon and lay down on his unmade bed. Fully clothed. Boots still on.
And watched the sky go from bright and sunny to nightfall.
He heard the Friday night pick-up fly out of the gate, men yelling and slapping the sides of the
truck, excited to go into town and blow their pay on a toothless hooker or a woman with more tattoos than
skin.
No girlfriends allowed in the camps. Ethel circumvented that rule because she married Tom and
offered to be the cook. She occasionally made sandwiches.
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He knew there would be women stumbling back in the morning, the workers always went nuts on
Friday nights, brought South African Native women back to the camp, one fella came back married. It
was annulled quickly. But every Saturday morning there was a staggering of women headed back to the
pick-up, alone, with make-up smeared down their faces and a full week’s pay.

***

The next morning when his alarm went off, he didn’t turn on his light. He opened the door to let Buck out
and there was Ethel. This time she had a plate of bacon and eggs.
“Thought you might be hungry.”
He almost closed the door in her face, thought it over, then said, “I could eat.”

***

They lay on his bed, naked and curled around each other. She wasn’t showing yet; it was still early days.
He pulled her close to him and kissed her cheek. “You don’t have to leave, you know.”
She sighed. “Anthony, I can’t stay here on the compound with a baby. You know that.”
“Sure you can, they let me keep Buck. You get to keep Tom. He’s as big as a baby.”
“Don’t talk about my husband like that.” She sat up and dug around the covers.
Anchor sat up on his elbows. “What are you doing?”
“I’m getting dressed and going home.”
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“Oh, come on, it was a joke.”
She slipped on her bra and started buckling the back of it. “Well, it wasn’t funny.”
They bickered for a moment until there was a knock on the door.
“Yeah? Who’s there?”
“It’s Tom, Anchor. You up?”
Ethel covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes wide.
“Yeah, hold on.” He reached for his pants, then tossed a blanket over her head.
He opened the door and Tom waved, his smile awkward. “Hi, Anchor. Would you happen to
know where my wife is? I went back to the wagon but she’s not there. There’re dishes everywhere, the
kitchens all cooked in, but she’s not home. Did she come by here?”
“Why would she come here?”
“I mean.” He pointed to the plate on the table. “She brings you breakfast sometimes. I know she
does. She said she feels bad because you’re a horrible cook.”
“I’m not a horrible cook.”
“Well, she seems to think you are.”
“I’m not.”
Tom held up both hands. “That’s beside the point. Anchor, can I confide in you?”
Anchor looked over at the bed. “I mean, I’m kind of with somebody.”
“It’ll only take a minute.” He pushed his way in and saw Ethel under the sheet, her head covered.
“Oh, you meant like that.” He looked genuinely surprised. “I thought you meant—Well duh. It’s Saturday
morning. Of course you have a lady caller. I’m so sorry.”
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“Well, you’re in now. What do you want?” Anchor had never been one to be short with Tom; he
liked the guy before Ethel came to live with him last year.
Tom shuffled on the spot. He looked like a child with an old man’s face. “I’m sorry but, do you
think Ethel is cheating on me?”
Anchor mocked surprise. “Ethel? On you? What makes you think that?”
“I mean, I’m no prize. She’s tall and round in all the right places. And beautiful. She deserves
something a lot better than a man like me.”
Ethel shifted on the bed a little.
Anchor put a hand on Tom’s shoulder and ushered him towards the door. “Let me tell you
something about a woman like Ethel. She loves fiercely. If there is anything she doesn’t want to do it’s
hurt you. Believe me, she’s not cheating on you now.”
“Now?”
Anchor opened the door and pushed him through. “If you keep going around asking people if she
is, you’re going to piss her off and she’s going to leave you.”
Tom nodded. “You know what? You’re right. It’s all in my head. Sorry to barge in on you and
your lady friend.” He lowered his voice and cocked up one eyebrow. “Tell me how it goes later, okay?
Drinks at my place tonight? It’s my night off.” He elbowed Anchor in the stomach and trotted down the
iron steps. “And tell your lady friend the truck is leaving in an hour, wouldn’t want her to miss her ride.”
He smiled and headed back to his wagon.
Anchor closed the door and looked at Ethel. Her hair was fluffed up around her face like a cloud
and her make-up was smeared ever so slightly from the morning’s evil doing. Anchor wanted to smear
her make-up even more.
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She lit a cigarette. “Can you believe him? The audacity to suspect me.”
Anchor gestured towards the bed, then himself, then the bed again.
“Oh, you know what I mean. I’ve been nothing but good to him.”
Again, Anchor gestured towards the bed. “I mean. He’s not far off.”
She scoffed, then puffed the cigarette. “I guess I better get home. I have to get ready for your visit
tonight.”

***

Anchor finished his shift and went to his wagon to have a shower. He brought Buck with him to dinner so
he wouldn’t come back to a destroyed wagon again. Buck was still young and crazy if he wasn’t
supervised constantly.
The outside of Tom and Ethel’s wagon was still painted bright pink with a “just married” sign on
the front window. Anchor figured Tom wasn’t tall enough to pull it down himself. The sides of the small
porch were blocked off with large stones that Ethel had found around the compound and just over the hill;
she had painted some pink and some blue, a few little green ones, and made a flowerbed. She was trying
to make a home out of a room and a toilet.
Tom was sitting in a folding chair next to a grill holding a beer. He offered one to Anchor, who
took it with no hesitation. “Welcome to our little slice of heaven!” Tom gestured to the wagon. “She’s
ragged but she’s right. I suppose you know, though, that Ethel and I will be gone in a couple of weeks.”
“She had mentioned it.” Anchor sucked down half his beer in one go, then pointed at Buck.
“Hope you don’t mind, he doesn’t get out much.”
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“Hey, someone I can see eye to eye with.” Tom nudged Anchor in the ribs and laughed at his own
joke.
Anchor laughed, despite wanting to be mad at the whole situation. He didn’t want Ethel to leave,
he didn’t want to hurt Tom. Tom was just so fucking nice. “Hey, you’re not that short.”
Tom pulled out another beer from the little blue cooker and handed it to Anchor before cracking
his own. “I don’t know, I got a booster seat and a box to stand on in my tower.”
Ethel came out of the wagon wearing a tight white lace dress that hugged her thick thighs and
curves, showing a little skin on the side of her legs. The sixties were good to Anchor, who was a leg man,
and the trend of mini-dresses thankfully bled into the seventies. “Hey, boys! Got some steaks at the
market this morning.” She looked at Anchor and winked. “Something told me to get enough for three and
lo and behold, Tommy had a great idea, didn’t you, Tommy boy?” She kissed him on the cheek. Tommy
blushed.
Anchor looked her up and down. “Nice dress.”
“Thanks, figured I should wear it now before I’m too fat.” She rubbed her stomach
absentmindedly.
He felt sick. “You know, I’m not really feeling well so I might not stay very long. Infact, we
could maybe do this another night.”
“Don’t be silly, this is my last night off before we leave. You’re basically the only friend I’ve
made here. Please, sit down.” Tom looked hopeful.
Anchor sighed and sat down. “Sure thing, man. Sure thing.”
They sat and talked and ate until the sun had gone down and the air was chilly. Tom opened a
bottle of what looked like very expensive wine and poured three glasses. “I would like to make a toast. To
Ethel, my bride, and Anchor, my best friend. Both of you give me courage. Both of you give me
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happiness. Thank you.” He took a long drink of his wine. “This time next week we’ll be in our little slice
of heaven. My brother is a real estate agent, got me a great deal on a little three bedroom, two bathroom.
Said it’s perfect for a growing family. A nice little starter house.”
“Tell him about the back yard, Tommy!” Ethel’s eyes sparkled, she looked like a child as she
listened to Tom rattle off about acers and dollars per scare foot and tree houses.
“And who knows, Anchor. If you ever decide to leave Africa and come back state side there may
be a gust room waiting for you in old Ohio.” And just like that Anchor saw everything he couldn’t give
her. Everything she wanted. And everything Tom had right in the palm of his hand. He was going to lose
her.
He stared in the bottom of the glass; already drunk from all the beer, just the smell of the wine
churned his stomach. He cleared his thought, took a sip, then put the glass on the table. “Tom. I can’t do
this anymore.”
Ethel stopped mid-sip.
Tom put his glass down and cocked his head. “What? What are you talking about?”
“Ethel, I have to tell him.”
“Tell me what? Ethel, what’s he talking about?” Tom’s smile had started to fade as he looked
between the two of them.
Anchor cleared his throat and adjusted himself in the chair. “Tom, you were right in thinking
someone has been sleeping with your wife.”
Ethel covered her face and muttered, “Oh, God.” She stood up to leave.
Tom sputtered and slurred his words slightly. “E-Ethel, is he serious?”
She stopped and turned around; tears streamed her face. “Tommy, I—“
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“Who?” Tom was a timid man whom Anchor had never seen angry. It was frightening. “Who was
it?” He punched the table, which made all of the wine glasses fall, red spread over the white tablecloth.
“It was me. It is me. I’m the one sleeping with your wife, Tom. You’re a good guy.”
“You put your feet under my table.”
“I didn’t want to do this to you anymore.”
“And you eat the food I bought with my hard-earned money.”
Ethel piped up, sobbing. “Tommy, please listen. I’m sorry.”
Without warning, Tom reared back and punched Anchor in the mouth so hard Anchor felt a tooth
pop out of his mouth.
Anchor fell out of the lawn chair and sprawled on the gravel. Blood dripped from his mouth. He
picked up his tooth, then flung it towards the quarry. “Tom, I understand you’re upset.”
“Leave! Go back to your wagon and take the goddamn dog with you.” He went into the wagon
and slammed the door.
Ethel screamed and cried; it echoed off of the rocks of the hill. “Why would you do that? What’s
wrong with you? He didn’t deserve that!”
Anchor got to his feet, caught Buck by the collar, and stumbled off to his own wagon, listening to
Ethel bang on the wagon door as he walked past the others, who had come out of their own wagons to see
what was wrong.

***
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The next morning Anchor slept until the sun was up. Buck was at the door whimpering and scratching, so
Anchor opened it to let him out. On his tiny porch was Ethel, still in her dress from the night before. She
was smoking a cigarette on his step.
“Hey, Ethel, you okay?” Anchor sat beside her. She was cold and shaking.
She tried to speak but the only thing she could say was “fuck.” He took her by the hand, hoisted
her from the steps, and led her back into the wagon.
He wrapped her in blankets on the bed, threw some shirts and a large coat over her, and pulled
Buck up onto the bed, where he wasn’t usually allowed. After a few minutes she was finally able to stop
shivering.
“Here.” He gave her a cup of coffee and sat down next to her. “Are you okay?”
She took a sip of the coffee and sniffled. “Yeah, I’ll be okay. I wanted to knock but decided to
just—“
“What, kill yourself and my baby?”
“You don’t know that it’s yours.”
Anchor scoffed. “Yeah, like his sperm could outdo mine.”
She gritted her teeth and tossed the blankets off. She sat the cup of coffee on the table and tried to
stand. “I have to leave, now.”
“You can’t just stay with me until next week?”
She shook her head, her hair tickling Anchor’s cheek. “No, I’ve sent for a mover, I’ll be gone
tomorrow.”
Anchor tried to stop it, but the question came out of his mouth by its own volition. “Why don’t
you love me?”
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“I do.”
“Then stay.”
She sat down; her eyes were puffy. “Why can’t you come with me?”
“What am I meant to do out there? I came all the way to Africa, it’s clear I’m not cut out for the
picket fence slice of heaven life.”
She crossed her arms. “Why don’t you love me?”
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Smoking with my Brother
I sat on the roof smoking my cigarette, watching the stars dance. They flowed in and out of the
clouds as I sipped from the flask, I had taken from the corner store when I was twelve. I was
sixteen on that rooftop, and I wanted to die.
I let the night air steal my smoke as I watched, lazily leaning on one arm, feet crossed,
and drunk. It was quiet except for the dull hum of the flatscreens in the apartment building across
the way; the occasional “Fuck you!” or “You’re just like my ex!” meant that the man who lived
on the second floor was home from offshore. Their toxicity made me feel better about my life.
I enjoyed the squabbling through their open window as the ladder leaning against the roof
shuddered and jerked, and my little brother’s head popped over the edge of the roof. “Mama’s
looking for you.”
I put my foot on the ladder and pressed lightly. I thought about kicking it several times,
but I decided to let him live.
“What does she want?”
He scrambled onto the roof. He was plump and short and only twelve; I hoped he would
get taller rather than wider; I’d hate to have to kill a kid for fucking with him.
“She found your report card in your dresser. Looks like you’re a goner, dude.”
“Oh yeah?” I took a swig out of the flask, then passed it to him. “Here, put some hair on
your balls.” I watched as he tipped it back, then sputtered like an old car. I crossed my legs,
patted him on the back, then took the flask back. “That a boy.”
He coughed and spit over the side of the roof. We were technically even with the second
floor; we treated this section like a landing and lounged about. Sam was too scared to follow me
up to the chimney where I hid my pot, so on nights when I wanted to be found I’d chill there and
wait for him to come annoy me.
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He looked like our mom: blond hair, round cheeks, stubby little onion of a nose. I, the
family ginger, envied him. I didn’t look like anybody.
“Mama said she’s going to kill you.” He said this as he laid his head on my leg and
picked at the rip in my jeans. “I told her not to, but she seemed hell bent.”
I flicked his ear. “Don’t fucking swear.” I took the last swig from my flask, then stuffed it
back into my back pocket. “Well, at least I won’t feel it.”
“She had a good day at work so she might miss.” He looked up at the stars and smiled.
“Do you think Daddy’s up there?”
“Naw, he’s in limbo. He’s got some explaining to do.” I lit a cigarette and took a long
drag, trying to shake the feeling any mention of our dad gave me. He was an okay husband and
an horrible father. Thank God he died before he thought Sam was old enough.
“Can I have one of those?” He pointed his little finger at me rather than his index,
something he did to show he really wanted something but was scared he would be in trouble for
asking.
I rolled my eyes. “Look, I came up here to get away from everything, not to have my
cigarettes bummed. If you want a pack then get yourself a fake ID, just like everybody else.”
“Oh, come on. You give them to the bigger boys all the time, I seen it.”
I took another drag and let the smoke leak out of my mouth without inhaling it. “I’ll
waste it on myself before I waste it on you.” I let the smoke dissipate.
He sat up angry. His little pink face was darker; he looked like a plum with a dust bunny
on its head. “I’m going to tell Mama and then she won’t miss.”
I reached out and grabbed his wrist and pulled him back up. “Okay, okay, here. Sit up
and hold your fingers up in a V.”
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He did what I asked and grinned. The red drained from his face. I put a cigarette between
his fingers and held up my lighter. “Okay, now put the butt in your mouth and when I tell you to,
suck in.”
“The what?”
“Just do it, nerd.”
He put the butt just between his lips. I held the lighter to the end of the cigarette, said,
“Okay, now,” and he proceeded to inhale deeply through his nose.
I fell backwards, dropped the lighter, and cackled. I sat for a moment laughing to the tune
of his pitiful “what” on repeat. It took a few moments to regain myself but once I did, I picked up
the lighter. “Breathe in through your mouth, dumbass.”
He inhaled and sucked the end of the cigarette, then turned green. He dropped the
cigarette onto the roof, coughed, then puked up half of what he had eaten for the entire week
from the side of the house, hitting Mr. Gunther’s mean ole cat in the process.
“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer piece of shit.” I patted him on the back and rubbed
between his shoulder blades until he was finished. “You okay?” I lit my own cigarette, which
had gone out, and puffed some.
“Yeah,” he spat and choked a little more, then sat up and wiped his mouth on the back of
his hand. “I’m okay now, it just caught me off guard.”
“Yeah, sure. You’ll get used to it. You’re a smoker now, kid.” I stamped his cigarette out
in the coke can I made into an ashtray a few years before, and then the butt of mine as well.
“You better get ready for the black lung.”
“The black lung?”
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“Yeah, all smokers have it. Hard to breathe, pain shoots through your shoulders and
across your chest, when you cough ash comes out. Hope you don’t plan on running anytime
soon.”
Confusion settled into a grimace. “You’re lying to me.”
“No, I’m not. Why do you think I quit playing basketball last year? I couldn’t run any
more, almost died at an away game.”
“Mama said it’s cause of your grades.”
I scoffed and leaned back on my elbows. “That’s just shit parents say to keep the younger
ones in order. She had to come pick me up from the hospital because I smoke. No more
basketball for me.”
He started to panic. “But I start football in two weeks! I can’t not play, Mama’s going to
know I smoked! She’s going to be so pissed at me!”
I put my hand on his shoulder and shushed him. “Hey, hey, hey. Calm down, alright?
You had half a puff. I think you’re okay if you don’t smoke anymore. Do you want to smoke, or
do you want to play football?”
He looked at me, then down at the puke on the ground. “I think I want to play football.”
“There’s a smart boy.” I patted his shoulder and sighed. “Well, guess it’s time to face the
music.”
“What music?”
I crossed over him to get to the ladder. “It’s an expression, dickhead.”
“I knew that.”
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As I climbed down the ladder, I heard a car start, my mom’s car. She was leaving for her
night shift at the diner. I looked at my brother, who was looking down at his hands. “What’s
wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Then let’s get off this roof and go for a walk. I got a reprieve.”

***

Inside the house was dark and hot. The air conditioner had broken about a week before the June
heat set in. The whole house was sticky and seemed to suck the life right out of you. Luckily, it
was getting dark outside so we knew it would be a little cooler soon. Not much. Enough to sleep
if we opened our windows.
I went to the fridge; inside was a Tubberwear bin labeled “Sammy” and some bottled
water that was filled with tap water rather than Mountain Springs.
Below that was another one labeled “Charlie” and a can of coke. She had decided that
Sammy needed to lose wight, so she cut off his soda supply.
“Thanks, Mom, you bitch.” I took the bins out of the fridge. The whiskey was starting to
wear off, since it was mostly water anyway. His was some green vegetables; a chicken breast
that was so dry, when I poked at it dust flew; and a few baked chips, leftovers from her lunch, no
doubt. Mine was the same, but the chicken breast was missing a bite.
“Alright, you ready?” I slammed the two bins in the trash and pulled my hair back into a
ponytail. “Did you hear me? Let’s go!”
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He came hopping down the stairs with a shoe on one foot, and half a sock on the other.
“Where we going?”
“Out, come on.” I walked out without waiting. If he really wanted to play football he’d
have to learn to run.

***

Abbie’s house wasn’t that far away, a twenty-minute walk. Or jog if you were my little brother
trying to keep up. We rounded the corner onto Donna St. to find that her house was completely
empty; the door was locked, the lights were off, and the family car was gone. “Fuck.”
“What’s wrong? Where’s Abbie?”
I lit a cigarette and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. “Let’s go, we’re going to
Aaron’s.”

***

Another twenty-minute walk, and we stood on Aaron’s stoop. I knocked hard, the old reliable
shave-and-a-haircut. And we waited. The lights were on and there was movement inside. Cars
were parked up and down the driveway and the street. “Damn, must be his parent’s big summer
blowout. Aaron told me about it but I forgot. Shit.”
“Does that mean we can’t stay?” Sammy looked tired; his cheeks were flushed, and his
hair was a sweaty mess.
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I ran my fingers through his hair, pushed it back and out of his face. I didn’t want him to
have to do that walk again, I didn’t want him to walk at all. I decided in that moment to start
saving up for a car…and a license. “No, buddy. We can stay, probably. I’m sure they’d let us
crash, it’s okay.”
The door opened and we were suddenly engulfed in bright light. She stood there like a
goddess; light beamed all around her, her hair was permed and styled perfectly atop her head,
and her blue party dress sparkled. A gust of cold air-conditioned air hit us so hard Sammy
moaned.
“Hello, Charlie. Hello, Sammy. The boys are downstairs, come on in.”
We marched through the entrance, sweaty and winded, to the kitchen with the stairs to
the basement. As we passed, I saw Abbie’s parents dancing to some nameless tune.
“Thanks, Ms. Write.” Sammy took a can of coke from her hand as we walked to the
stairs.
“No problem, babe, if you need anything let me know. I’ll bring you something tasty
when the grilling’s finished. Sound good?” She didn’t wait for an answer and danced off into the
house with a cheese platter in her hand.
The basement was empty except for Aaron and Abbie. They were on opposite ends of the
sofa watching TV quietly, snacks on the coffee table. Sammy took the stairs three at a time,
stumbled at the bottom, then dove at the platter of deli meat and crackers. He looked like a dump
truck, but I wasn’t going to stop him.
Abbie jumped when he hit the table, then giggled. “Hello, Sam.” She stood up and
walked over to me. “Hello, Charlie.” She put a big, wet kiss on me; she tasted like beer and red
hots. A weird combination, but still one of my favorites. “Where you been?”
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I put my arm around her and walked back over to the sofa. “Um, your house. We went
there hoping to find you but instead you’re here. With Aaron. Hi, Aaron.”
“Sup.” He didn’t look away from the TV.
The bathroom door cracked against the wall as it flung open. Doug Scelfo emerged, his
belt out of half the loops, his pants still unbuttoned, and a cloud of stench around him that was
almost solid enough to cut with a knife. “Don’t venture too far into the woods, my friends.
There’s a bear in there!” He slammed the door closed and came over to the sofa. “Welcome, my
main man!” He clapped me on the back, then looked down at Sammy. “I see we’re feeding the
whole neighborhood tonight.”
Sammy swallowed down what he had in his mouth with a big swig of coke, then held out
his hand to Doug. “Hello, Douggie boy!”
Doug shook his hand in return. “Hello, Sammy boy!”
I wasn’t sure when that had started but I was very ready for it to stop.
Abbie slipped her hand into my back pocket and nibbled on my ear. She whispered,
“Want to go somewhere where we can talk?”
“Sammy, hang out here and watch some TV, kay? I’m going to—“
“Make a baby.”
“Shut up, Doug.” Abbie threw a pillow at him. “We’re going to talk. Be back in a bit.”

***

The backyard was full of people; there was a bonfire and drunk older dudes sucking back suds.
Abbie pulled me through the yard, through the back gate, and down to a little shed in her own
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backyard, which was only five minutes away if you didn’t have to walk all the way around the
cul-de-sac. “Come on, it’s quiet in here.”
“I can’t leave Sammy too long.” Knowing full well he was better off with them than with
me.
“Come on, this will only take a few seconds.” She giggled, then pulled me into the shed
and ripped my favorite shirt.

***

We got dressed in the dark. The sun had finally gone down completely, and the air was slightly
cooler. The shed was like a sauna, but we didn’t care. I buttoned my pants and sat with my feet
outside the shed. I watched her dress in the moonlight. She missed a button, so I reached over
and helped her fix it. “So, what did you want to talk about?”
She looked up and smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You.”
“Me? What a topic.” I leaned back on my elbows and grinned. “Where would you like to
start?”
She put her hand on my leg. “I want to ask if you’re okay. You seem sort of distant lately.
You okay? Or are you just drunk.”
“Mostly drunk, but I’m okay.” I thought for a moment, then put my hand on hers.
“Abbie. I need to leave. Between my mom and school and that shitty house falling apart around
us, I’m going to die here. If I don’t leave, I’m going to fucking die.”
“I know.” She picked up my hand and kissed it. “I hate to see you go.”
“Then come with me.”
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“What?”
“You heard me!” I stood up and pointed at the moon. “Look at that big bitch. He sits up
there in the same fucking place every fucking month, his big cheese face grinning down at a
bunch of assholes.”
“Your point?”
“That’s me. I’m just a big cheesy motherfucker. And one day an asteroid is going to
come along and hit me in the back of the head, and I’m going to explode and kill us all. Unless I
leave. And that’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to come with me, we’ll get a little place,
just the two of us, and we’ll make a life for ourselves. I’ll work while you finish school, then
when we’re done with all that we can get married and have babies and live happily ever after.”
She shifted awkwardly and shook her head. “What about Sammy?”
“What about him? He’s the golden boy, he’ll be fine. She’ll love him no matter what.”
“But what if she doesn’t?” Abbie’s smile faded, as did mine. And I knew she was right.
What if she didn’t keep treating him like her golden ray of sunshine? What if I wasn’t there to
stand between him and an ass beating? What if he was in the hospital with a black eye and a
concussion, force-feeding the cops a stupid story about falling into the iron? It would be my
fault.
I looked down at my ripped t-shirt and jeans, the ground. Anything but the moon.
Anything but Abbie. “You want to go back to the party?”
“Not right away, we can wait a few minutes.”
I wiped my nose on my wrist and buttoned my pants. “No, we got to get back. Wouldn’t
want Sammy to get corrupted by Doug.”
She nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
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***

Sammy was asleep on the sofa snoring, crumbs on his face, soda splashed on his t-shirt, and an
empty plate with bar-b-q sauce balanced on the arm of the sofa next to him. Aaron was playing
poker with Doug for crackers and cheese.
“Hey, have a nice conversation?” Doug winked. He was always a crude bastard.
“Better than you’ll ever have.” I shoved Sammy a little and woke him up. “Hey, come on.
We got to get home, it’s almost midnight. Mom’s going to be pissed.”
He moaned a little, then raised his head from the sofa arm. His hair was flat to his head
on one side, and spiked straight out on the other. “Can’t we just stay here?”
“No, we got to go, now thank them for being nice to you.”
Sammy looked from Aaron to Doug. “Thanks for not killing me in my sleep.”
Doug laughed. “No worries, Sammy, my boy. Have a great night.” He went back to his
card game.
Aaron snorted and nodded. “Cool, kid.”
“How about you? You coming back to mine or you going to stay with these bozos?”
She looked around and said, “Someone needs to keep Doug in line.” Then she kissed me.
She kissed Sammy on the cheek and sat next to Aaron on the ground.
I took Sammy by the shoulder and marched him up the stairs.

***
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The roof was cooler than the bedroom. Sammy was snoring loudly; I could hear him through the
wall as I lit another cigarette. I thumped the ashes in my ashtray and watched the car pull into our
driveway. She stumbled out and shuffled into the house. I watched until she was gone.
I enjoyed the quiet of the night until the ladder shuddered and shook as my little brother’s
head popped up over the edge of the roof. He rubbed sleep from his eye. “Mama sent me to get
you. She said she wants to talk to you.”
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Dandy Randy
Randy sat cross-legged on the kitchen floor; his palms were pressed together in front of his chest as a
black kitten with rosebud ears begged for his attention. Randy giggled as the kitten pressed its head
between his palms. He stopped and opened his eyes. “You just can’t let daddy come back to center, can
you? You have to have all of daddy’s attention?”
“He’s not the only one.” Doug was leaning against the doorway smoking a cigarette; his white
button-down was open and his belly hung over his belt just a bit. “Good morning.”
Randy looked over at the clock on the stove. “Good afternoon, sir. Would you like some lunch?”
Randy knew that look in Doug’s eyes, his disheveled clothes, and his hair sticking out in awkward angles.
He had sat up all night composing in the basement. Randy loved to hear him play but a few complaints
from the crotchety old neighbor had given them the motivation they needed to turn the basement into a
recording oasis.
Doug made his way to the kitchen table and sat down. He shook his head. “No, I’m good. You
just keep doing them cute little stretches and I’ll just…sit here and watch.” He puffed his cigarette again
and smiled.
“You’re all talk. I’m starving.” Randy started to clear his mat from the floor.
Doug put out his cigarette and picked up the kitten. “Bindie, do you know what Papa has been
doing for the past three hours?”
The kitten meowed wide and started to purr against Doug’s chest.
“That’s right. I’ve been in my office on the phone. Do you know who Papa was talking to?”
Again, the kitten ignored Doug’s question and nibbled on his thumb.
“That’s right, I’ve been on the phone with Uncle Jerry all morning.”
Randy stopped walking and turned around. “What did you just say?”
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“No, now, you worry about your sandwich, I’m talking to Bindie.” Doug put his attention back on
the kitten who was now clawing Doug’s hand and biting the place where the pinkie on his right-hand use
to be. “I’ve been talking to your Uncle Jerry all morning about going out on the road with Daddy, doesn’t
that sound like fun?” He tried to tickle the kitten’s chin, but the kitten took it as an insult and attacked the
good fingers. “Ouch, no, stop. I like you!” He put Bindie down on the ground and it attacked his pantleg.
Randy dropped his yoga mat and covered his mouth. “Dougie, are you serious? Is this really
happening?”
Doug shrugged and smiled. “It sure is. I’ve even called the band, everybody’s ready, just got
some logistics to work out and we’ll be on the road in a month or so.”
Randy screamed and bounced towards Doug. The kitten panicked and ran out of the room. “I’m
going back on the road! Thank you so much! I love you!”
Doug kissed Randy on the neck and hugged him close. Randy kissed him back. They spent the
rest of the day in each other’s arms.

***

The bus was just how they left it a year ago. There were blankets still on the bed, and the blood had been
cleaned but the stains from that night still held fast to the bed. Randy ran his hand across the sheets and
fought the memory.
“Hey, you okay?” Doug came in with a big box and some trash bags.
Randy sat down on the edge of the bed. “I had forgotten what it was like in here.”
Doug waved with his pinkie-less hand. “I hadn’t.”
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Randy was an eternal optimist, his mother always said that no matter what was wrong she could
count on him to brighten her day. “Do you think they’re sorry?”
“Do you think pigs take a shower after they roll around in their own shit?” Doug put the box
down and opened one of the garbage bags. “Let’s get rid of that night, shall we?” He snatched the blanket
from the bed and stuffed it into the bag.
They cleaned the room, removed the bloody pillows and the bloody sheets, put them in trash bags
and tossed them into the back of a friend’s pickup. They watched as he drove away. Randy felt he should
wave for some reason, like he was telling something goodbye.
“Come on. Let’s put the new sheets on.” Doug was a little short with him, but Randy understood.
Trauma is trauma.
Randy wanted to forget that night just as much as Doug did, to think about anything else, but he
just couldn’t shake it.

***

A year had passed since the tour had taken them across the United States and part of Canada for the
better part of 2017. Dandy Randy had been top of the charts with his new album, Dandiest of Randies, for
fifteen weeks straight.
Doug was the band pianist, along with Alex on bass and Pedro on lead guitar. There wasn’t a
drummer, but a man named Stanley worked a synth machine that Doug never really understood and
created beats and whatnot.
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Doug and Randy had worked out an opening number together that was always sure to get the
crowd on their feet and ready to let loose.
Randy would come out on stage in a suit that was specially made to tear away and a pair of black
red bottoms. The piano would come in slow, kind of sly, like a French noir film, Doug’s idea, and Randy
would saunter out. His suit had sequins sewed in stripes so Randy would know where the suit released; it
glistened as he walked.
Randy would stop at the edge of the stage and pull a handkerchief from his coat pocket and dab
his forehead a little. Make a little show of being tired. He’d dab his forehead and he’d say, “You know,
ladies and gentlemen, at the end of a hard day, slaving away for the boss man, I just want to come home
and slip into something more comfortable.” He’d pull a strip on the side of the suit, and it would split and
fall to the stage in a glittering heap. A stagehand would pull the suit offstage by a long, clear wire
attached to the pants. Randy would spin around as a red fringed dress bounced around him, pulling the
ribbon in his hair so long, bleach-blond locks would spin around him as well. Like a glamor tornado.
Then he’d stop and say, “that’s better.” He’d point to Doug and say, “Let’s take it up a notch” and
the crowd would cheer even louder. The night would seem to fly by even though every show was four
hours long, not including encores. They all agreed, give them what they paid for: one hell of a show.
Randy would conclude the night with a song just for Doug, “Lover Boi”, which hit number one
and stayed there for ten weeks. “A week for every lifetime I want to spend with you,” and he kissed Doug
on the nose, then sang the song just to Doug, as if they were alone in their living room.
Doug would turn a shade of red, embarrassment and longing filled him. He never missed a note.

***
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The bus had become their home after a while; it was big enough to have a living room type area, a
kitchenette with a coffee pot and a small fridge for beer and water and what have you, bunk beds for
every band member and roadie (ten in total), as well as a king-sized bed for Doug and Randy in a back
room all to themselves. They’d spend the first few years of their relationship on that bus, and it was bliss.
The tour had taken them all over the U.S.A. and was ending in a little town called New Berry,
Louisiana. As they drove to the venue that night Doug got noticeably more agitated. He would be fine for
a while, then get quiet, then snap at someone. He apologized and went to the back of the bus alone.
Randy was worried and followed Doug. “Okay, what’s going on?”
“What? What do you mean?” Doug lay back on the bed and put his arm over his face. “Nothing’s
wrong, I’m here with you.” He patted the bed for Randy to join him, but Randy didn’t move.
“No, you’re crabby. You have been since we left Houston. What’s going on? I’m worried. Are
you in trouble? Do I have to fuck up a mob boss? Cause I will.”
Doug laughed and sat up. “No, it’s nothing like that. It’s just. I’m—" He trailed off and lay back
on the bed.
The bus hit a bump and Randy landed in his lap. “Holy shit.”
Doug kissed Randy’s face. “We’ve got to get Jim some glasses.”
“We should probably get him a license, too.” He smiled and kissed Doug back. He looked him up
and down, then moved next to him on the bed. “Listen. I’m worried. You can tell me anything, you know
that, right?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Don’t worry, okay?”
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“I see you so upset, and it makes me upset, and it gives me wrinkles. I don’t have the bone
structure for wrinkles.” He pushed Doug’s hair behind his ear. “You’re due for an appointment. Hey! We
can go to the salon in New Berry. We’ve got a day off between shows.”
“No, I don’t think so.” Doug pushed his hand away and stood up.
Randy threw a pillow at him. “Come back here. Talk to me.”
Doug sighed and turned around. “It took me years to get out of New Berry, okay? And now we’re
going back. ON purpose.”
“Wait, you’re from New Berry? Oh, my God, you have to show me your hometown!”
Doug made a face. “You’re not listening to me. I don’t want to be in that town. I left that town at
midnight so I didn’t have to wave at people. Besides, I don’t really know it that well. I’ll just stay here
and relax, you go out, enjoy the town, see all two of its important spots.”
Randy folded his arms. “I’m sorry.”
“No worries, just…leave me to my grumpiness.”
Randy pursed his lips. “I mean. You could sit here and stew, and I can go out and find your mom.
I can give her tickets to the show. You two can connect.”
“Randy, my mom doesn’t know I’m gay.”
He looked like he had been hit with a brick. “Oh.”
“Yeah. Oh.”
Randy nodded. “My mom knows you’re gay.”
“That doesn’t help me.”
“Sorry.” Randy shrugged. “We can cut the last song if you’d like. It drags the show down any—“
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“Don’t you dare. You don’t have to hide. You’re Dandy Randy. I’m Dumpy Doug at the piano.
You stay you, don’t change a damned thing for me.”
“Who am I singing it to, then?”
“Some fat guy you lived with on a bus.” He kissed Randy’s cheek and went to the living area for
a beer.

***

New Berry’s first show went well; the opening and the middle were fantastic, but the last song felt
different. Randy walked around the stage and sang it to “a special someone,” but not with as much
enthusiasm. He left the stage to loud screams and “I love you, Dandy Randy”s. Once behind the curtain
he threw the mic into the box and headed for the bus.
A couple hours later Doug got back on the bus. He knocked on the door to the bedroom. “Randy?
I have someone here who wants to meet you.”
The door opened slowly. Randy was in his fluffy pink robe the band got him for his birthday, his
face was covered in cold cream. “I’m not really up for visitors right now, Doug.” He wasn’t angry, more
appalled at people seeing him that way.
“Please, it’s very important. Wipe your face and come out here.” His eyes looked hopeful.
“Please?”
Randy took his time taking off his make up, then considered appearances and put on some eye
liner and a liquid lip. “It’s not perfect but it’ll do.”
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Doug was talking with the band; next to him was an older woman who was shaped like Doug,
round and frumpy, but with breasts and a denim skirt that almost touched the ground. Her hair was pulled
back into a tight bun and her eyes were sad and grey. Doug put his arm around her and said, “Mom, this is
our lead singer, Dandy Randy. Mr. Randy, this is my mom. Elain Broussard.”
Randy smiled and held his hand towards Elain. “Hello, Mrs. Broussard. It’s so nice to meet you.
Doug has told us so much about you.” He smiled and waited for her to take his hand.
Elain looked at Randy’s hand and folded her arms, clutched her purse, then whispered to Doug.
“Dougie, it’s time to go. Tell your friends goodnight and you’ll be back tomorrow.”
Doug smiled awkwardly. “Yes, ma’am.” He nodded to Randy and shook his hand. “Good night,
Mr. Dandy.”
Randy rolled his eyes. “Good night, Mr. DeCrox.”
For the first time in two years Randy lay alone in the king-size bed. He didn’t sleep a wink.

***

The sun broke through the curtain in Randy’s room, little beams bouncing on his nose and the sheets. He
was sure Pedro had already started making coffee, so he put on his slippers and shuffled out of his room.
He opened the door onto Pedro was standing there with a large, steaming mug of coffee.
“Here you go, my friend.” Pedro was a short man with bright eyes and a thick Spanish accent.
“Thanks, Pedro. Do you know how much I appreciate you?”
Pedro smiled and went back to the coffee maker. “A lot, I hope. Until you realize that’s decaf.”
“It’s what?”
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“Only kidding.” Pedro smiled again, took his own cup, and went to sit in the living area.
Randy shook his head and blew on his coffee. He walked to the front of the bus with the others
and sat on the sofa next to Alex, taking the entertainment section from him. They all sat in silence—none
of them were morning people—until the bus door opened.
Doug looked white in the face, his shirt was bloodstained, and a dishtowel was wrapped around
his right hand, dripping large globs of blood.
Randy jumped from the sofa, knocking his coffee to the ground. He rushed over and took Doug’s
face in his hands. “Doug, what’s wrong? What happened?”
Doug held up his hand and smiled weakly. His two front teeth were missing, the one next to them
on the left was in half as were his bottom teeth. His lips were swollen, and his left eye was bloodshot. “I
got in a scuffle.”
“Oh, my God. Doug, who did this to you?” Randy was on the verge of tears.
Doug shrugged, then moved towards the back of the bus. “I’m gonna go lie down now, okay?”
Alex stood up and put a hand in his chest. “Hey, man. You need a doctor.”
“No, it’s okay.” He put his non-bandaged hand on Alex’s chest and shoved him back onto the
sofa. “I just need a little sleep.”
He shuffled towards the back and through the open door everyone saw him fall face first onto the
bed. He was out cold.
Randy ran in and took his phone from the bedside and called 911.

***
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Doug woke up three days later in a small hospital room. It was white with grey accents, and the bed was
ruffled and covered in sweat. He looked over to see Randy asleep on a grey chair-bed hybrid that looked
like a rock. Doug was looking around for something to throw when a nurse came in.
She was a tall black lady whose badge read Rashida, RN. She smiled at him and checked the bags
hanging on the pole next to him. “Good morning, Mr. DeCrox. Glad to see you’re awake.”
“What happened?” As he spoke his mouth felt full and clumsy. He went to touch his mouth, but
his right hand was in a large cast. Only three fingers poked out of the top. It all came back to him in a
flood. “Oh yeah.”
Randy had started to stretch when he noticed that Doug was awake. “Oh, baby!” He jumped out
of the chair and onto the edge of the bed. He kissed Doug’s cheek, then made a cooing noise. “Sorry,
love. How do you feel?”
Doug shrugged. “Depends on what’s in that bag.”
“Just some fluids. You gave us quite a scare.” Rashida had a kind face and she wore her concern
sincerely.
Randy made one of those sputtering agreement noises. “A scare is putting it mildly. Honey,
you’ve been out for three days.”
“Damn. I missed your show.”
“So did he.” Rashida smiled sweetly at Randy. “He’s been by your side since the second you got
out of surgery.” She checked a few more bags, then moved to his chart at the foot of the bed. “You’ve got
a big fan here, piano man.” She put the chart back and walked out of the room. “Buzz if you need
something.”
They waited for her to close the door before they spoke. Randy kissed Doug’s cheek, which was
stubbled. “You ready to tell me what happened?”
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“I’m not quite sure. I remember my…I remember she wanted me to spend the night. When we
got there, she started talking about the show, how…” He looked Randy up and down, then moved on.
“Well, she said she didn’t care for your type of music. So I started telling her about the tour and the shows
and the crowds and I may have let it slip that we’re kind of together.”
“You what?” Randy felt hot. He suddenly wanted some water.
“Yeah, I let it slip. So, she changed the subject quickly, started talking about how she dropped
something in the oven and asked me to look in it to see if I could grab it. When I bent down to look in, I
set my hand on the edge of the stove, she slammed the door and held it with her knee.” He started to tear
up. “She said I was evil. The music we made was evil. She said she could tell we were sleeping together,
and she screamed a bunch of shit at me. Then her husband came in with his son.” He swallowed hard,
trying to keep the tears from falling. “They asked her what was going on. She said she was administering
the sinner, so they joined her. They got me to the ground. Both of them were wearing steel-toe boots,
that’s where my teeth went.”
Randy was in shock. He noticed his mouth was hanging open. “How did you get out of there?”
Doug shook his head. “Someone pulled up outside, I could hear them talking and laughing in the
living room. I was knocked out for a while but I was able to find the back door. I left as they talked about
planning a church function.”
“We need to call the police. You should have used the phone and got some help. You could have
died.”
“I had to get back to you.”
Randy stopped, his mouth still forming his words, but no sound came out. He started to cry, so he
buried his face in Doug’s neck.
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The door opened with a loud crack against the wall that made them both jump, and a tall
redheaded man wearing a kilt came in playing the bagpipes. He was followed closely by a tall man with
brown hair wearing a business suit, but the tie was loose, and the shirt was untucked. The redheaded man
blew the bagpipes loud and out of tune.
Rashida rushed in and began to shush him. “Sir, sir. You can’t do that in here. There are sick
people here who need rest. Sir, please.”
Finally, he stopped and in a terrible Scottish accent bellowed “Madam, this is a matter of life or
death! Look at that man! He looks like death! I’m here to revive him!”
“Do not play that in this hospital. I will call security.”
He saluted her and said in his normal American accent, “You got it, dude!”
She put her hands in the air and left quickly. As the door closed the redheaded man lifted the front
of his kilt in her direction, then threw the bagpipes onto a chair with a sickening wheeze. “So, heard you
got your ass kicked.” He sat down on the bed opposite Randy. “Who dis?”
Doug smiled; his jaw hurt. “This is Randy, my—”
“Friend.” Randy held out his hand. “I’m Doug’s friend.”
“My friend. Randy, this is Charlie, and that’s Aaron.”
Charlie grinned at Doug. “Yeah, okay. Friend. Real good friend. Friends who cuddle. Got it. Got
a friend like that at home. Between cuddles she likes to bitch about bills, but there’s still some cuddles
there.”
Doug laughed; his ribs felt like they were on fire. “Oh, goddamn.”
“Take it easy, man.” Aaron stepped over to the chair where the bagpipes were and flung them to
the ground.
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“Hey, those are expensive.” Charlie shook his head. He walked around the bed and picked up the
pipes. “Why do you think she’s bitching about bills?”
Randy watched in amazement. The two men bickered back and forth. He looked at Doug, who
was unfazed by the couple arguing. “Are they married?”
“Might as well be.” Doug put his hand on Randy’s. “They know, you know. They don’t give a
shit.”
Randy felt the release in his shoulders, and he relaxed. They watched Charlie and Aaron argue for
a while.
“You know, she might not bitch so much if you didn’t give her something to bitch about.” Aaron
put his leg over the other.
Charlie was looking his bagpipes over for rips and breaks. “How would she know I loved her if I
didn’t piss her off.”
Randy smiled. “You guys are a trip.”
“So are you, man. I like that little spin you do, you gotta teach me that one.” Charlie spun, his kilt
lifted a little too far.
Aaron jerked his head away like he had been splashed. “You don’t own boxers?”
“Think, Aaron. It’s a kilt. If I wore underpants it would be a skirt.” He turned to Randy and
smiled. “Ain’t nobody wants me in a skirt. I’m not very ladylike.”
Randy laughed and for the first time in almost a week felt a sense of normalcy.
It was Aaron who brought it up. “Alright, whose head we got to bash in?”
“It’s obvious, ain’t it? That’s the word of a fundamentalist Christian. How is your mom?” Charlie
put the mouthpiece of the bag pipes to his lips as Rashida walked in.
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“I’m warning you, highlander. One note and you’re done.” She checked vitals and bags again.
She put her hands on the railing of the bed. “The police are here for an official statement. I’ve taken away
some of the pain meds so you may start to feel a bit of pain but you’ll be more clearheaded to give your
statement. Two police officers walked in behind her.
Doug nodded. “Okay.” He pointed at Aaron and Charlie. “Randy, why don’t you take these fellas
to get some chips down the hall.”
Randy smiled and kissed Doug’s cheek. “You got it, dude.”

***

They sat in the waiting room down the hall and ate chips and drank sodas. It was quiet for a long time;
Charlie spoke up first. “So, how long have you been with Doug?”
Randy thought, counted, then said, “Three years. We met when he auditioned for the pianist gig,
then we just kind of fell in love. Done deal.”
Aaron smiled. “That’s a nice deal. I’m really glad Doug found someone.”
“Yeah, he was kind of a monk for a while.” Charlie chewed for a bit, then swallowed hard. “I
offered to fuck him after prom but neither him nor my girlfriend thought it was funny.”
“The only person who laughs at your jokes is you.” Aaron shook his head and smiled.
Randy smiled. “I’ll laugh at your jokes, Charlie. I could use a good laugh right now.”
Charlie smiled sweetly and patted Randy on the leg. Then he started bobbing up and down,
saying “one of us” progressively louder.
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Rashida stuck her head in and yelled “Quiet!” at Charlie. She turned to Randy. “He’s finished
now, if you’d like to see him.”

***

Aaron and Charlie decided to stay for a while, up until supper, when they ordered pizza.
“My treat.” Charlie smiled wide and held his hand out palm up towards Aaron. “Hey, could you
spot me a couple bucks?”
Aaron snorted. “My treat, then?”
“Well, if you insist.” Charlie went to put the mouthpiece of his bagpipes in his mouth just as
Rashida came through the door.
“No!” She pointed her finger at him as she maneuvered the vitals cart around the foot of the bed.
“Final warning.”
Charlie sighed heavily and let the bagpipes fall to the floor. “Okay.” He hung his head like a
child.
“If you behave, I’ll let you have some IV.” Doug held his wrist up and waved the tube in his
direction.
Charlie put his fists in the air and laughed.
Aaron sat quietly, his legs crossed and his lips pursed. He had been quiet for a while. Afterall,
who could get a word in edgewise with Charlie around.
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When it was time to leave for the day Charlie said, “Don’t cry, nurse lady. We’ll be back
tomorrow!” He kissed the air in her direction and walked out. The faint sound of bagpipes let Doug know
he had made it to the elevator.

***

Back on The Bus, Randy lay on the bed in the back. He looked at Doug, who was wiping down the
counters with a Clorox wipe. “Do you think we’ll ever get that night out of this room?”
Doug stopped and looked around. “We might. If we try hard enough.” He went back to wiping
down the counter and moved over to the closet door. “It wasn’t our best night. But we won’t have that
worry anymore. There’s no show in New Berry this go around.”
“Guess we won’t see Charlie or Aaron, then?”
“Naw, Aaron’s in Philadelphia now, so he said he’s going to come to the show there, then go out
with us one night. Charlie, he’s going to…well, I don’t know what he’s going to do, lately. He’s been
acting strange.”
Randy picked up Bindie from the bed next to him and kissed its little nose. “Nothing bad can
happen this time. We’ve got some good luck with us.” He put the black kitten in his lap and stroked his
soft fur. Nothing bad could happen.
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Aftermath
It was quiet that morning. The bird that lived outside our bedroom window had either left to find
breakfast and forgot to wake me or had spent the night in another tree. I had spent the night in
many other trees before I found the nest I was in, so I didn’t find fault with the bird, who my son
had named Alfredo.
I looked to my bedside table and found my pills and a glass of water. I took one, then lay
back to let the magic fill me. I stretched my arms over my head as my door burst open; suddenly
there was a toddler in my bed. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed his forehead. “Did you
sleep well, my love?”
He nodded, rubbing his soft brown hair against my cheek. I pulled him in close, breathed
in his scent. A tear fell.
The bedroom door creaked open. “Tessa? Who ya talking to?” My husband stood by the
chest of drawers holding a cup of coffee in one hand and some paperwork in the other. Rain
wasn’t usually home in the mornings, so my little ritual went unnoticed. “Did you get a phone
call?”
“No, darling. Just having a silly little dream.” I looked out the window to the nest on the
branch. Alfredo was nowhere to be seen. “Honey, did you hear the little bird this morning?”
“Yeah.” He set his coffee down on the bedside table and flopped down next to me. “I
shooed it away so you could sleep. You looked tired and I didn’t want it to disturb you.”
I rolled my eyes and threw back the covers. I sat up just as he went in for a kiss. “I’m
already disturbed.” I took my pills from my dresser and walked out of the bedroom; I slammed
the door behind me.
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***

I sat at my desk and looked at my computer screen. Then I looked through it. Then I slammed
my computer shut and put my face in my hands. I patted my desk and found my bottle of pills. I
opened them and popped one in my mouth.
“What’s wrong, mommy?” A little voice came from the large yellow chair in front of my
desk.
“Mommy’s just a little frustrated now, baby.”
“What do frus tated mean?”
I laughed through my nose and crossed my arms on my desk. I looked up to meet his eyes
with my own, but the big yellow chair was empty.
I opened the laptop again and went to YouTube. I typed in “how to cure writer’s block.”

***

I put another pot of coffee on after Rain left for the day. He was good at his job, so good in fact
that they told him instead of doing that job, he would just watch other people do it. And then
they gave him enough money for me to stop my job and focus on writing.
I hadn’t written so much as a sentence in six months.
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I took out the carton of eggs and a mixing bowl. I cracked an egg in the bowl and enjoyed
the sound of the shell shattering. It was an egg. Then it was a shell.
I took another out of the carton, cracked it on the side of the bowl and repeated the
process. Another sticky mess pooled on the counter around the dead shell. It felt good. I was the
queen of eggs. So I took out another one. I smashed it against the side of the bowl, half the egg
going into the bowl, the other onto the white tile counter that Rain said would go perfect with the
antique backsplash that was already there when we bought the house but wound up removing
when we found black mold growing around it.
I took another egg and threw it at the space behind the stove where the backsplash should
have been. The yellow dripped down behind the stove like snot. I took my pill bottle off the
counter and popped one. I didn’t need it, but it felt good to know it would work its magic soon.
“Mommy? What are you doing?”
I looked down and he was standing there, Teddy Tot in one hand, Binkie the Blankie in
the other. He had a gift for alliteration.
“Mommy is just making breakfast. Would you like some eggs?”
He scrunched up his face and turned around. “No thank you, Mommy.”
I closed my eyes; the tears ran again. I tried to hide them by wiping my eyes quickly, but
by the time I opened them again he was gone.
I looked at the carton of eggs, eight left. Fresh, clean, delicate, white. Broken, still in the
carton, against the glass of the back door. I took a deep breath and pushed the mixing bowl into
the trash can.

72

***

“What happened in the kitchen, Sam?”
I sat in the big brown chair in the living room with one knee at my chest scrolling through
Netflix. I hated TV and refused to buy one when we first moved in together. Once the baby came
it was just me and this sleeping thing all day until Rain got home. So I caved and now I’ve seen
every episode of The Office, Gilmore Girls, and Grey’s Anatomy at least three times.
I continued to scroll as he spoke like I was looking for something to watch, but I knew
I’d end up right back at Grey’s as soon as he stopped talking.
“Honey, please speak to me. Look at me.” He leaned forward; his face was weathered but
kind. He was a lucky man, age sixty-three with a ull head of hair, both parents still alive. and
adult children from a previous marriage who still thought he hung the moon. I lost both of my
parents when I was ten. I’ve lost a lot more since then. His face was gentle but the exhaustion
behind his eyes was thick.
“I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”
I put the remote down on the coffee table and faced him, eye to eye. I lowered my leg and
leaned forward as well. “Maybe I don’t want you to help me.”
“Goddamn it, Teressa!” He slammed his hand on the coffee table and stood up. “I-I-I
can’t do this anymore. You need to move on. I’m doing my best and you just throw it back in my
face.”
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I stood up quickly and felt lightheaded. I fought through it as I crossed the room to put
my finger in his face. He was about a foot taller than me, so it was slightly awkward, but I had a
point to make. “I lost my son!”
His face hardened, he put his nose against mine and almost growled as he spoke. “And
whose fault is that?” He straitened up and put a hand over his mouth as soon as the words were
out. They hung above us and dripped venom like rain.
I took a step back; my clothes were wet and clinging to my body, his white button-down
was soaked and see-through. “I didn’t mean it.” He looked as bad as I felt.
I looked up at the cloud above us and blinked. I rubbed my eyes a little, then opened them
again. We were both completely dry. “Is that really how you feel?”
He chose his words carefully, picking through each syllable before he spoke again. “No,
it’s not. But he was my son, too. I miss him every day. You spent so much time—"
“Don’t fucking tell me how much time I spend with him.”
“Spent, Tessa. Spent.”
“What’d I say?” I started to walk towards the front door but stopped. “I don’t have to
leave; I bought this house. You can sleep in the yard for all I care.”
I snatched the pill bottle from the coffee table. I pointed to myself as I spoke. “My
fucking house.” I walked past him and tried to hit his arm with my shoulder in a failed attempt at
dominance.
I popped a pill in my mouth, swallowed it dry, then went to the nursery to watch him
sleep.

74

***

I woke up with the sun in my face again, but not to bird chirps. No squawking baby chicks. No
pretty little song. No tree branches. No nest. No leaves. No windowpane. Glass was shattered all
over the bed and me, there were tiny cuts on my face and chest that stung but didn’t bleed, give
or take a couple. At least no stitches.
I sat up and shook the glass out of my hair and noticed a few twigs and leaves. I got up
slowly as the bedroom door burst open.
“Tessa! Are you okay?” Rain came in dressed in his under shirt and boxers. It was
obvious he slept on the sofa. “I heard a loud crash.”
“I think the window exploded.” I tried to orient myself but felt thick. I had horrible cotton
mouth and my vision was slightly blurred. The pill bottle was on the bed open and empty.
He brushed the glass from my face and hair, then began to check my cuts. “Nothing too
deep.” He kissed my forehead.
I winced as his lips hit a cut he hadn’t found. “Watch it.”
“Sorry, sorry.” He stepped up onto the bed and looked out the gaping hole that was our
picture window and looked down. “Look, the tree fell over.”
It took me a moment to gather what he said. “No. No!” I jumped to look out of the
window, lost my footing and knelt on broken glass. I felt it but kept going. I looked down at the
tree, a wreck.
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I left the window and ran downstairs, bloody footprints behind me. I whipped open the
back door and ran to the side of the house. I stepped over branches and twigs; leaves crunched
beneath me.
“Sam, what are you doing?” Rain was in the doorway yelling for me.
“I have to find it; I can’t just let it die.” I dug around where I thought the branch might be
and found it, a little nest, a home for one. Next to it was a tiny egg, small, white, and crushed.
I knelt holding the nest to my chest. I screamed as loud as I possibly could, but nothing
came out.
The elderly gentleman who had lived next door since before we bought the house came
over and put an arm around me. “It’s okay, ma’am. We’ll get this all cleaned up. It’s okay.” He
yelled for his wife to come over but I couldn’t hear anything they were saying. My world had
gone quiet.

***

I sat on the edge of the bathtub with my foot propped up on the counter, blood running down the
clean white paint, the marble counter tops splashed with red. My knee was gaping and raw. I
took it off the counter and looked at the white door of the cabinet where we stored our cleaning
supplies. I scooped some blood from my skin and pressed my hand hard against the door and
watched the crimson run to the floor, between the tiles, and stain the grout.
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The door opened and Rain came in wearing my sewing glasses, silly purple frames with
the strongest magnification you can get from the dollar store. “No, don’t do that.” He pulled a
wad of toilet paper from the roll and dabbed at the door, then the grout, then gave up. He put his
hands on his hips and sighed.
“I feel like I married my mother.” I looked up at him and grinned. His chin was covered
in stubble, his face covered in disappointment. “I’m absolutely sure of it.”
“Tessa, you have to let me in. I know this is difficult, I’m going through it right along
with you.”
“Just let the neighbors handle it. They did pretty well with this.” I doodled a little stick
man on the cabinet door, then gave him a smile too big for his face.
Rain slapped at my hand but missed. “Stop that. What’s wrong with you?”
“You don’t understand.”
He scoffed and took off my glasses. They dangled around his neck like he was the
librarian, and I hadn’t returned Judy Blume in six weeks. “What don’t I understand? Losing a
child? Did that. Twice. Held my own newborns as they died in my arms, Tessa. Then Melissa
and I had three miscarriages before we had Elliot, then another between him and Erin. I know I
never held those babies, but it still hurt. And losing Matty was—" He stopped and put a hand
over his mouth. “That’s just about the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. And now I get to watch
you disintegrate into nothing.”
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“I’m sorry my breakdown doesn’t fit into your schedule.” I wasn’t being fair, and I knew
it, but I didn’t think he hurt enough. I wanted him to feel what I felt. “I’ll do better.” I slid my
bloody hand on the door again.
“Stop fucking up the paint!”
“Stop forcing me to live in a museum!” I grabbed the soap from the soap dish and
whipped it at him.
He ducked just as it whizzed past his head. He threw a bottle of rubbing alcohol at me
and slammed the bathroom door.

***

I sat on the sofa with the bird’s nest in my lap. There were twigs and feathers. There was bird
shit, too, but I chose to ignore it. I thumbed at the twigs and felt a tear start to fall. There was a
knock on the door.
“Tessa? You in there?” Elliot banged on the door and tried the knob. “Tessa, open the
door.”
“Tessa? Are you okay?” Erin was with him. Rain’s children with his first wife, Melissa.
I wiped my eyes and walked to the door. They looked clean and pure, almost angelic.
Erin stepped in and hugged me tight. “We were so worried about you. Where have you been?”
“Here.”
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“We haven’t heard anything since the funeral.” He stopped and looked around.
I let go of Erin. “I figured your dad would have said something to you.”
“Dad?” Erin shared a look at Elliot. “Sam, are sure you’re okay?”
“Your neighbor called Mom and said you were acting weird in the yard. A tree fell over
or something and you were screaming and crying over a branch or something.” He pushed past
me and went to look around.
The blood steps on the ground and the dirty dishes in the sink, the eggs everywhere. The
house was a mess.
Erin put a hand on each of my shoulders. “Sam, look at me. Did you take your medicine
today?” She led me to the sofa and sat me down amongst the blankets and throw pillows.
“Where’s your medicine box?”
I pointed to the kitchen table; an empty prescription bottle sat on a decorative plate that
had been a wedding gift from a friend I no longer talked to.
“Elliot, what’s the date on the bottle?”
He picked it up and read it. “Three days ago. Erin, she’s fucking high as a kite.”
Erin walked over to him, and they started whispering. She came back and got eye level
with me. “Okay, Tessa. We’re going to go for a ride, okay?”
“How were you getting food?” Elliot checked the fridge. “It’s fully stocked.”
“Your dad brought it. He does the shopping. I do the eating.” I smiled weakly. “We just
work.”
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Elliot came over and put a hand on my shoulder. “Sam, do…do you know what
happened? Do you remember?”
I thought hard. I remembered the fight with him, putting Matty in the car seat, the sound
that an SUV makes when it’s crushed between two other cars. The sound of shattering glass. Of
bones snapping. Of babies crying. I started to cry and draped myself over Erin.
“It’s okay.” Erin put an arm around me and squeezed. “Sam, we should go see a doctor.”
She brushed the hair behind my ear and tried to smile but it didn’t reach her eyes.
I tilted my head, then lifted my skirt to show my knee. It had turned a sickening shade of
purple and was starting to swell. “Yeah, probably.”
Elliot reached down and lifted me. “Erin, get the door. We have to take her to the hospital
right now.”
“You can’t take her like that.”
“She’s our stepmom, we’re kin. Plus, this is an emergency. That thing looks infected
already.” He positioned me higher and looked around. “Look, her purse is there, grab it. We
can’t just let her spiral.”
“They won’t let us commit her, we’re technically nothing to her.”
“We’re all she has left.” He looked at my face, then back to his sister. “What would Dad
want us to do?”
She ran to the door and held it open. “Let’s go.”
“Please, just leave me here. I can’t leave him alone.” I tried to move, tried to claw my
way out of Elliot’s arms but I felt weak; I let my arms fall and my head rocked back. I watched
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Rain as he stood in the kitchen. He smiled and waved. Matty stood next to him, giggled, and
reached for his daddy.
Rain picked Matty up off the floor and waved Matty’s hand at me as Erin closed the door
behind us. Just before it shut all the way I realized the room was empty.
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Morgan’s Promise
It was strange to see two moons in the sky. It was a comfort to me, like someone was looking out
for my well-being. Some believed it was a sign of the end of times, others saw it as an
opportunity to cash in on the gullibility of their congregation, but Morgan was just annoyed.
Morgan McKay, my best friend, didn’t believe it was anything special and said she didn’t
believe it was an omen, or that it was pretty, or that it even existed. She always told me it was
just a reflection. “It’s just showing you two moons cause of some space junk, I promise you, this
means nothing.” Then she’d go back to drawing dicks on her term paper that she was about to
turn in.
We sat in science class together that Monday as Mr. Jones rambled about the New Moon.
It was always confusing to me that they decided to call it a new moon when once a month our
old moon was called a new moon but there you have it, the imagination of the media. I tried to
hold my eyes open as Mr. Jones drew two spheres on the board and explained the tides.
“And this one hopefully has water on the surface, which means it can sustain life.”
Morgan tutted and rolled her eyes. She sat up straight and without raising her hand she
asked, “And why did it decide to float on over to our solar system if it has its own lifeforms?
Doesn’t it need a sun? Wouldn’t that water be ice by now? It’s space, dude. If they know so
much about this thing then why can’t they tell us where it’s from? Where did it come from,
Jones? Who even decided this thing is real?”
Mr. Jones looked perplexed. He lowered his chalk and stammered for a second. “I-I’m
not saying that it’s not possibly a hoax or a shadow, I’m just saying—"
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“You’re just saying we can all go live on a new planet that they just kind of found out of
thin air, right? I mean, it’s the size of the moon, how many people do you think we could
actually fit on the damn thing?”
“That is enough.” Mr. Jones slammed his chalk on the board. It bounced and crumbled on
the floor. “I think you should go—"
“Save it, I’m leaving.” Morgan looked at me and grabbed my stuff. “Come on, T, let’s
go. This is all bullshit.” She shoved my bag into my chest and stormed out of the room, leaving
me there to stammer and apologize in her wake.
“I’m really sorry about this, if I don’t go she’ll—"
Mr. Jones sighed. “Please inform Miss McKay her pink slip is on the way to the office.”
He picked the chalk up and began to write the homework on the board as I let the door shut
behind me.

***

The woods behind the Ag building had become our hiding place. Everyone else was too afraid to
go because of the stories of wild hogs that used to be in the Ag department for slaughter. Morgan
and I didn’t care much about them because we were the ones who made them up.
Morgan would steal cigarettes from her mom, I would take a bottle of something strong
from my dad’s liquor cabinet he forgot about, and we’d drink and smoke until it was time to go
home for the day. That’s why we were held back a year, for missing too many classes.
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She lit my cigarette for me and pulled her long black hair into a high ponytail as I poured
her some of the wine I got from the back of the fridge before leaving for school.
We sat in the damp grass for a few minutes in silence, just smoking and drinking. After a
long time Morgan looked at me with tears in her eyes. “It doesn’t mean a goddamned thing, T. It
doesn’t. It’s just a reflection.”
“Morg, are you okay?” I went to touch her shoulder, but she dodged it and reached for
the bottle of wine.
She took a long slug; a lot of it ran down her chin and onto her white polo shirt. It stained
everything it touched. She stopped and took a deep breath, almost choking. “I’m fine. That damn
thing is just a reflection. It’s not an omen, it’s not a planet, it’s not even real. It’s something the
fake media came up with to keep us in line.”
“Since when are you a Republican?” I took a sip of the wine, or what was left of it, and
tried not to stain my own top.
“It’s a bat signal. It’s those crappy lights from the casino.”
“Didn’t they take those down cause the drunks kept reporting aliens?”
She chuckled and shook her head. “No, they’re still up. You shouldn’t believe everything
your brother tells you.” She snatched the bottle, took another sip, then handed it back to me.
I looked into the bottle, the wine was almost gone. “Well, at least I get to taste it.”
“Sorry.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “Here, get us
something for next time. Teddy still got his fake ID?”
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“Dude, you scored? Where did you get this? Your dad?” I held the bill up like they do in
movies to make sure it was real. I had no idea what I was looking for but I could hold it so it
must have been real.
“No, I earned it. I set up the old lady next door’s VCR for her. It’s like electricity never
happened for people over fifty.” She took the wine back and sucked down the rest of it. I figured
that was her way of telling me I was driving home.

***

We sat on my bed about a week later surfing the web on a site called SugarDaddy.com. It was a
dating site for girls to find their financial better half. We picked out the ones we liked the most
and talked about what we would make them buy us and tried to guess what they would want in
return.
Morgan wanted a Ferrari. “He looks like a feet-pics kind of guy.”
I snorted. “More like a bagpipe kind of guy.”
She looked at me with her brow furrowed. “What the fuck is a bagpipe.”
“Exactly what it sounds like, only with a penis.”
She thought for a minute, tried to imagine it, then it clicked. “Oh, God!” She scrolled
down to another man and pointed. “Him, he’s perfect for you. He’s over seventy, but so is his
bank account. And look, all his hair. What you getting, girlfriend?” She made a duck face at me
and waited.
85

“I want a ticket to the new moon.”
Morgan slammed the laptop shut and got up. “Goddamn it, T. I thought we was past
this.”
“Were. You thought we were past this.” I opened the laptop and scrolled down, not
looking her in the eyes, but feeling the heat from her mouth as she got as close to my ear as
possible.
I flinched as she yelled “STOP CORRECTING MY FUCKING GRAMMAR YOU
PIECE OF DESECRATED POTATO!” She sat down, quietly, as my ears rang.
“Was that completely necessary?” I rubbed my ear as my eyes watered.
“Why do you keep talking about that thing? It’s. Not. Real. Just let it go, okay? I’m sick
of it. Everywhere I go, Hey, Morgan, you heard about the New Moon?” She stopped talking and
looked down at her hands. “It’s nothing but a nuisance.”
“It’s changing the tides, Morg. It’s real, it’s influencing our planet in a big way.” I went
to Google quickly, then spun the computer around. “Even Google’s changed the logo.”
“They change that if somebody sneezes.” She stood up and took her coat from my floor.
“I’m going home for dinner tonight, okay? I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Oh. Okay. Bye.” But she slammed the door without telling me anything back.

***
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I sat at the dinner table pushing my green beans around with my fork praying I didn’t vomit. I
listened to my dad complain that his scotch was missing, and my mother accuse him of drinking
it and not sharing and they laughed, and he agreed, and they laughed some more and I sat there,
drunk, trying to get the kitchen to stop spinning.
My mother was smiling, her false lashes batting as she waited for me to answer. She was
pretty before I was born. Her long blond hair swept the floor, and her skin was smooth and
youthful. I must have sucked the beauty right out of her because she was what Morgan would
call “eight miles of muddy road.”
My dad, on the other hand, had remained handsome since high school and took every
opportunity to show off his prom king crown. He would tell anyone who would listen that he
beat out all the football players and got to dance with the prettiest girl in school. That always
made my mom a little sad because they went to high school together and she didn’t win prom
queen.
Mom turned to me and asked, “Terry, would you like some more mashed potatoes?”
“No, I got in a fight with Morgan today over that stupid moon and she called me a
worthless piece of potato.”
My father huffed and put his hand on the table hard. “Well, that’s not very nice.”
I looked over at him and he was blurry twins. “Oh, no, that’s how she tells me she loves
me. Like how you tell Mom she’s a thief and she tells you to go to rehab but you just say no, no,
no. You’re the worst Amy Winehouse impersonator in the world, Dad. You’re fucking bald.”
Mom put her hand on my forehead. “Are you sick, baby?”
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“No, honey. She’s drunk. I think I know where my scotch went.”
Mom started to stammer but I cut her off. “No, not scotch. I drank that last semester. You
just didn’t notice it till now. This is some cooking sherry and a little water because that stuff is
strong.” I pulled the o in strong for a while, to emphasize that I was drunker than Bourbon Street
ten minutes before Ash Wednesday.
My father stood up and yelled so loud that even the pictures of me would do what he
said. “Get upstairs. I’ve had enough. We were having a perfectly fine dinner and you had to go a
ruin it.”
“Fine,” I yelled back, “but one of you is going to have to escort me cause I forgot if I’m
left-footed or right.”

***

I called Morgan the next day before school to ask for a ride, but it went straight to her voicemail.
“Hey, I’m walking today, apparently, because I’m grounded, because I’m a drunk, so call me
back when you get this, or don’t cause my dad is taking my phone away after I call you for a
ride. Okay, bye.” I handed him my phone and lifted my backpack from the ground next to the
door. It felt heavier than it was yesterday, but I assumed that was because of the hangover.
My dad, a man who knew his way around a bottle of booze, spoke softly and kindly.
“You know, I can drive you to school. I’m not mad. Anymore. I just-I just care about you and
want you to have a great future. I don’t want you to mess that up with your present.”
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I could feel the bags under my eyes getting bigger as we stood there so I smiled my best
sad, sleepy smile and wiggled my eyebrows until my sunglasses fell onto my nose. “No, it’s
okay. I need to walk cause I’m still a little drunk anyway and if I’m going to make it out of this
school alive, I have to learn to make it on my own.” I patted his face and walked out the door.

***

When I opened my locker, I checked the little mirror Morgan had given me for my birthday last
year and saw that I looked worse than usual. My freckles were blurring in and out of focus and
my bright red hair was getting brighter. I blamed the fluorescence, but it was probably the
hangover. Or the fact that I look like my mom. Except for that honker in the middle of my face,
that was Grandmaw Jeannie all the way.
I opened my bag to take out the apparent fifteen-pound book I had stuck in the night
before and found a rock. It was about the size of a softball, and it was glowing bright green. I
closed the bag and looked around to make sure nobody saw what had just happened.
“Hey, I just got your message.” Morgan had walked up behind me. I jumped and turned
to see her standing there with a McDonald’s bag and a drink. “Here, have a little hangover food.
It’s Dr. Pepper.” She handed me the bag and tried to take my backpack from me.
“What are you doing?” I spoke fast and hugged the bag to my body.
“I’m holding your bag for you so you can eat your breakfast before homeroom?” She
cocked her head to the side and furrowed her brow. “T, what’s going on?”
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“Can you keep a secret?” I was still crouching around the bag, which made me even
shorter than usual.
She snorted. “Better than you think. Why, what’s up? Is your dad a transvestite?”
“What? No. What the hell? Why would you ask that?”
“It seemed like the kind of thing you would want to keep a secret.”
I shook my head and put my finger over her mouth. “Come on, let’s go to the woods.”

***

I marched quickly, ducking under classroom windows as we made our way to the woods. Her
long strides kept up with no trouble; she still clung to the McDonald’s bag but was sucking down
the Dr. Pepper. We got to the spot where we usually sat and I put my bag on the ground and
opened it.
“Morg, it just appeared. I don’t know how it got in there, it’s just there and it’s glowing.”
She looked in. Her eyes widened and she choked on the Dr. Pepper. “Oh, fuck.”
“What?” I began to gasp for breath, I pulled my inhaler from under my shirt and took a
couple of puffs. “What is it?”
She got really calm suddenly and went back to drinking the Dr. Pepper. She spoke with
the straw between her teeth. “Can we just go to class? I don’t want to miss this lecture. I actually
like Shakespeare.”
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I dropped the bag on the ground and grabbed her shirt and dragged her over to the bag.
“Morgan, talk to me. You know what’s up, don’t you? You’ve been acting weird since that moon
showed up and I want the truth. Morgan, please tell me what’s going on.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is all some sick fantasy or something.
Maybe it’s a fever dream and I’m not real.”
I shook her as tears streamed my face. “Tell me. I’m not crazy, you know what’s up, and
you are lying to me. Your best friend, your person, is asking you. You know something, don’t
you?”
She rolled her eyes and sighed. “You’re right. I’ve known all along.” She set down the
McDonald’s bag, slid her backpack off her shoulders and set it on the muddy ground as well.
“You have to make a promise.”
I got scared but I braced for the worst. “What?”
“You have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone what you are about to see.”
I nodded quickly. I was scared but whatever it was, it had to be better than being a
desecrated piece of potato. “Of course not, you know I wouldn’t.”
“No.” Her voice was changing, getting deeper. “You have to say that you promise not to
tell anyone.”
“I promise not to tell anyone what you are about to show me.”
“Good.”
I shook a little with anticipation. I could feel the blood coursing through me, filling my
fingers and toes.
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She unbuttoned her shirt and folded it neatly, laying it on top of her bag. She then stepped
out of her skirt and set it on top of the shirt. We stood there in the woods, her in her underwear
and me in disbelief, as her skin turned a sickening shade of lavender, her eyes flashed to black,
and her hair slid off the back of her head and landed in a heap. She spoke in a much deeper
voice.
“My name is not Morgan. My name is Morshain of the planet Vex.” A black line had
begun inching its way up her body. I watched as it made little branches from itself and engulfed
her entire torso. “I am not of this world.”
“No shit, you’re not. You’re an alien.” I took out the rock and held it out to her. “Here,
take this damned thing. It’s real heavy and I’m real hungover.”
“No!” She took a step back, her hand stretched towards me. “I can’t touch it. It’s not
meant for me.”
I twisted it in my hands and tried to figure out what it was. “So, I’m just meant to raise
whatever pops out of this thing then?”
Morgan laughed; it was deep and guttural, but a laugh. “No, it’s not an egg. It’s a
warning.”
“A warning for what?”
“For me.” She began to unfold her clothing.
I was still confused but took her word for it and put the rock egg back in my backpack.

92

She put her skirt back on as she slowly became pale again, the black line and all of its
branches slowly disappearing. Her voice was returning to normal as she spoke. “So, you’re not
mad?”
“About you being an alien and lying about it? No, you probably had to until you could
trust me, that’s cool, I get that. I just don’t want your space junk landing in my backpack after I
told you I was hungover.” I reached for the bag of food and ate half the hash brown in one bite.
“Why is it glowing?”
“It’s telling you it’s time to let me go. The faster it blinks the sooner I need to leave.
Once I’m gone it’ll go out, though.” She buttoned her shirt and put her backpack on.
“Wait, what? Gone? Like, on a vacation? Going see your grandparents or something?”
She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “No, not exactly. That’s why the new moon thing
is happening. They’ve come to get me and my parents. It’s not a moon, it’s a ship.”
I looked down at the bag of fast food and watched as a tear hit it. “Are you going to come
back?”
I felt her wrap her arms around me. There was wetness on my shirt. She sniffed.
“Probably not. But I can tell you one thing, I’ll never forget you.”
I dropped the food and wrapped my arms around her. We stood there weeping for a few
minutes until we heard the first bell ring. We finally broke apart and I asked, “How much longer
till you leave?”
She smiled and again it didn’t reach her eyes. “Let’s get to class.”
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***

That night we had a sleepover at my house. She explained to my parents that her parents were
moving for work in two days, and she would be gone for good. My parents took pity on us and
lifted the grounding.
We sat on my bed scrolling through SugarDaddy.com again and we picked all new
daddies, one to buy a spaceship, one to buy an entirely new wardrobe because, let’s face it, you
can’t go to a new planet in your school uniform.
“Do you have to go back?” I never stopped looking at the computer, just scrolling
through sick men who wanted people to spend their money for them.
“Yes. It’s my destiny.”
“You’re sixteen, Morg. You have the rest of your life to find your destiny, it doesn’t have
to be dictated to you by your parents.”
She snorted. “I’m a little older than sixteen, T. And they aren’t dictating anything. They
work for the government; we have to go. No is not an option for my destiny.”
“Why were you here if you were just going to have to leave?”
She sat up and fiddled with her thumbs. She looked at me sideways, “we were doing
research. We needed first-hand accounts to bring home, so my parents picked a location, forged a
few pieces of paper, then I came along. Apparently I was promised to the royal family to marry
the prince or whatever. I’m literally a pawn to keep a declining bloodline going.”
“So you’re leaving me for dick.”
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She laughed and lay back on the bed. “I guess you could say that. But I think my parents
made that part up to get me excited to leave.”
“Will you ever be able to come back?”
She sat up and kissed my cheek. She put her head on my shoulder and we were quiet.

***

The weekend went fast. I sat in every class alone. I wanted to scream, I wanted to cry. I wanted
to leave, but I stayed right there in my desk. I took notes, and I prayed for a space rock to kill me.
The year ended and the New Moon disappeared. The tides went back to normal and
Morg’s house sold in no time. A young family with a baby on the way. I told them Morgan was a
good name but they laughed it off.

***

I went out to get the mail slowly. My old bones aren’t what they use to be; I had just gotten back
on my feet after a horrible fall during canning season. I inherited my family home when my
parents died, and my oldest would get it when I was gone. I could feel every bone in my body
and they all hurt.

95

After a long walk that used to only take seconds, I finally made it to the mailbox. I
opened the door and it fell backwards, broken where the box and pole connected. I shuffled over
and peered inside. A large rock rested in the black metal, glowing green, and blinked slowly.
A deep voice spoke behind me. “Look at this desecrated piece of potato.”
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The Hunter
Aurora went downstairs and started making coffee as soon as she woke up. The house was quiet
and cold, the first snow was coming soon so today’s hunt was important. She worked
methodically and moved around the kitchen like an expert chef. Bacon in the pan, coffee on the
make, eggs cracked and scrambled. All before the rooster was awake.
Aurora was not a hunter; she was what her daddy called “the home maker.” She took on
the role of mother when her own mother passed away. It was a difficult time for the family,
especially her father. As soon as the funeral was over, he packed everyone’s things and moved
them into the hunting cabin. Aurora was twelve at the time, she and her twin brother, Aaron, left
school and taught themselves what they needed to know. Their older brother, Ronnie, was
already a grown man but decided to come along and live off the land. They shared the hunting
cabin, the rations, and the cold for the past six years.
The first one down was Daddy. He was a tall man with black hair and green eyes. He
always wore jeans, no matter the season. Aurora thought he was ashamed of his legs, Aaron
thought it was because of the scars from his motorcycle accident. Ronnie just figured he had cold
knees and left it at that.
Daddy walked over to the stove and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Good morning.” He
spoke softly and moved over to the kitchen table.
Aurora kept cooking. She moved some bacon from the paper towel to the plate along
with some scrambled eggs and a biscuit, then set the plate in front of him. She kissed his cheek
and said, “Good morning, Daddy.”
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He started eating quickly as the others came shuffling in. They were all wearing
camouflage and boots.
Aurora filled their plates as well and brought them to the table. “Eat quickly, I have to get
the table ready for butchering.” She brought over the coffee pot and a couple of mugs and poured
each boy a cup.
“You know, I’ve been successfully pouring my own coffee for just about several months
now.” Ronnie put his napkin in his collar and picked up his fork. “I could do that myself.”
“All that jawing, and you could be done eating by now.” Aurora went back to the stove
and started to clear way the pans.
“Rory, did you pack lunch yet?” Aaron was the superior twin in Aurora’s eyes. He was
good at hunting, fishing, skinning, and cooking. He could read faster and write better than she
ever dreamed she could, yet he always looked to her for help or approval.
She sighed pointed to the cooler on the island in the kitchen. “Use your eyes, Aaron.”
“Oh, thank you.” He went back to his food without another word.
As soon as the meal was over Aurora cleared the plate and got them on their way. The
sun still wasn’t up but the cold was wide awake. She went to the living room and made a fire.
Above the mantle was her mother’s ashes. She patted the urn and said, “I’ll be right
back.”
She went to the kitchen, got her own cup of coffee, came back to the living room, and sat
in her mother’s old chair. Daddy didn’t know she sat there, or he would have been upset with
her, but when the cat is away and all that.
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She blew on her coffee and took a sip. It burned her mouth a little. “Wow, that is hot.”
She blew on it some more, took another sip, then used the side of the cup to warm her hands.
The urn was beautiful. Pink marble with gold trim and a little name plate that said
“Elizabeth.” Aurora loved her and since they moved to the cabin, whenever she found herself
alone in the house, she would talk to her mother.
“So, it’s officially the end of hunting season. Weather channel said it was going to snow
on Monday, so only a few days left. Man, Aaron is going to hate it. He’s getting antsy already,
but one more winter in this house with Ronnie is going to kill him. Or Ronnie. Either way, I
might get some piece.
“Mama, I’m thinking of leaving the cabin next year. I don’t want to abandon Daddy but
I’m a woman now, you know? I’m eighteen. I want to live, see the world, go to college. Which, I
have something to show you.” She put her cup down on the coffee table and darted up to her
room. She came back with a large envelope and held it up to the urn. “I heard back from Yale.
Mama, I got in. They want me bad. I can’t wait but I’m scared. I don’t want to tell Daddy I’m
leaving. What should I do?”
She waited for a bit, then let the envelope fall to her side. “Thanks anyway, Mama.” She
picked up her coffee and went to put away the envelope.

***
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The boys came back almost empty handed and fighting. Ronnie had a look on his face that
proved his eyes were getting worse, and Aaron looked like he was about to kill Ronnie. They
started hitting each other as they came out of the woods, but by the time they got to the back
porch it was a full-blown fist fight.
Aurora came out with a black iron skillet raised over her head and brought it down hard
on Ronnie’s shoulder. “Where is it? Where’s all the meat?” She swung again but missed, swung
through, spun around, and landed on the ground next to her brothers. “Did you at least see
anything?”
Aaron tossed his sack towards his sister. “Here. Take it. It’s all we got.”
“No it ain’t.” Ronnie opened his pack and pulled out a singular rabbit peppered with shot.
“I got a rabbit.”
Aurora looked the rabbit over, took it out of her brother’s hands, and held it up towards
the sky. “Is it swiss?”
“What?” Ronnie looked confused.
“Is it swiss? I can see right through it.”
He got up and took the rabbit from her. “Girl, that’s a head shot!”
“Yeah, and he was licking his ass at the same time.”
Aaron laughed until he coughed, then spayed out on the cool ground. “Daddy did well.
He’s coming up soon.”
“Oh yeah? What did he get? A hunk of a deer?”
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“Better,” Daddy yelled from the tree line. He was dragging a wild boar with a hole in its
head. “We’re going to fill the freezer.” He dropped the hog and smiled.

***

Aurora had the most difficult job in hunting, she was a skinner. She could clear a squirrel of its
“pajamas” as Daddy called it without leaving a single hair on the meat. “There ain’t nothing
worse than taking a bite out of a piece of meat and getting a mouth full of hair.”
Aaron helped her hoist the pig into the tree and tie is up so she could clean it well. She
hated the taste of wild hog, it was gamey because it hadn’t been cut and all that testosterone
ruined the meat, but her daddy and brothers loved it. “Damn, this is a big ass hog.”
“Yeah, Daddy’s been baiting it with corn for a while.” Aaron sat back and lit a cigarette.
He took a couple puffs, then picked up the rabbit from the bucket next to him. “Look at this. It’s
got more holes than a screen door.” He plopped it back into the bucket and frowned.
Aurora sighed. “Why won’t he wear his glasses? It’s such an easy fix.”
“He said they make him look too old.” Aaron walked over to Aurora and held the
cigarette for her. “I said he was a moron. That’s why we were fighting when we got back.”
Aurora puffed, then slit the testicles off the hog and tossed them into the bucket. “Well,
you didn’t lie. He’s a horrible fucking shot. I can shoot better than he can, but I don’t get to go
out because I have a vagina.”
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“So.” Daddy said from behind them. “That’s why you think I won’t let you go hunting?
Because of what’s between your legs?”
Aurora stammered but Aaron spoke up. “Well, is there any other reason? She’s 18, she
lives off the land with us, she’s skinning your kill. Ronnie couldn’t hit a wall in a room with no
doors.”
“Aaron, please stop.” Aurora grabbed his arm, the blood on her fingers smeared on his
skin. “You don’t have to do this.”
“Oh, no, Rory. Let the boy speak. He seems to have a lot to say.” Daddy walked up
closer to the twins; his chest was at Aaron’s chin. “Spit it out, boy. What’s your problem today?”
Aaron started to shake; Aurora squeezed his arm to make him stop but it was too late.
“I’m not sure if we live here with you or you’re keeping us here with you. I feel like I’m in a cult
and I can’t leave and after next week I won’t be able to until the spring, and it’s all because you
can’t handle Mama dying.”
Aurora let go of his arm and covered her mouth. “Aaron.”
Daddy took a step back. He looked like he had been slapped in the face. “Is that how you
feel Rory?” He spoke to her but never looked away from Aaron.
“No, Daddy, I love it here.”
Aaron turned to her and scoffed. “Are you fucking serious?” He started walking towards
the tree line then disappeared into the woods.
It was quiet for a few seconds, Daddy and Aurora stood there breathing, birds chirped,
wind blew then stopped. Daddy broke the silence. “I moved up here to protect you and your
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brothers. Yes, they hunt and you clean animals, but that’s because I’m not going to sit by and
watch another one of my girls just die and I can’t do anything about it. There’s snakes in the
woods, there’s bears, there’s rabid animals. I can shoot, I can slice, but I can’t bring you back if
something happens. Do you understand?”
Aurora nodded.
“Good. Finish this up, I’ll make dinner tonight.” He marched towards the house.
Aurora finally took a deep breath, then sat on the ground and cried.

***

Morning came just as early as the day before, although the air was a bit thicker around the
breakfast table. Daddy left a shopping list on the table that was three pages long, front and back,
with two columns on each side. Aurora shooed the boys out of the house, made her coffee, then
went to the living room to do her morning ritual.
“Good morning, Mama. I’m just going to assume you know all about the fight and how
absolutely horrible last night was. Ronnie didn’t even sleep here, he rolled back about an hour
before Daddy got up. He thinks I don’t know but I know. I know it all.” She took a sip of her
coffee, then set it on the table next to her and leaned forward. “Mama, I need help. I can’t leave
him but I can’t stay here. I want to leave, have a life, but he’s going to be alone up here with
Ronnie. And that’s not good for anybody. What should I do?”
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It was quiet for a bit. Aurora waited. And waited. Then sat back. “Thanks anyway,
mama.”

***

The ride into town was quiet, the roads were a little slick, but nothing Aurora couldn’t handle.
She pulled up to Walmart and checked the list. Half of it was repeats or things they had a lot of,
but not enough of. She scratched off a few items she knew they wouldn’t need when a knock at
the window made her jump and fling the pin to the other side of the truck.
“Rory! Rory, it’s me, Beth Anne!” A tall girl with brown hair sticking out from a pink
knitted cap with a large white pompom on top was waving and smiling. She was thin with what
Aaron called capital gums and lower-case teeth.
Aurora opened the door and stepped down. “Hi, Beth Anne. It’s good to see you.”
Beth Anne wrapped her arms around Aurora and squeezed. “Girl, it’s been so long! How
are you? How are things on the mountain?”
Aurora stepped back and smiled. “It’s great. Lots of game and family time. How about
you? Any good news down here?”
Beth Anne held out her mittened hand, then ripped off the mitten to reveal a large
diamond ring on her left hand. “Jake proposed!” She let out a high-pitched noise that apparently
Aurora was meant to make as well but didn’t. “What’s wrong, Rory?”
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Aurora didn’t realize it, but she had started to cry. “Oh, nothing. I’m so happy for you,
Jake’s a lucky fella.”
“Girl, ain’t that the truth!” She went back to admiring her ring, then slipped her mitten
back on. “Well, girl, it was so good to see you! Maybe when the roads melt in spring you can
come to the wedding. We’re getting hitched at the Pavilion, you should totally come!”
Aurora nodded and smiled. “I’ll be there if the winter subsides.”
“Oh, it should, it’s in June.” She turned and waved at a man with a “meat neck” that
Aurora knew was Jake. “Okay, I’m coming! I found a Rory in the wild! Look girl, I got to go. But
it was so good seeing you! Have a great winter, okay?”
“You got it.” Aurora let the woman leave before she hopped back into the truck and
began to sob horribly.

***

It took them close to an hour to get all the supplies in, but between the four of them they got
everything at least into the kitchen for sorting. Daddy asked, “Aurora, can you come upstairs?”
“Sure.”
In the bedroom, Daddy knelt next to the bed and pulled up an old box. “Rory, I’ve been
thinking and you’re right.”
“What?”
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“You’re right, you’re eighteen now. You’re not some delicate little flower that I need to
protect. You’re a grown woman and you should be treated as such. So, I want you to have this. It
was your grandfathers.” He opened the box, a Remington 878 laid in velvet as if it were in a
casket. It was slim with a long barrel and a cherry stain on the butt.
“He loved it, and I love you. So, here you go.” He pushed the box across the bed to
Aurora and took a step back.
“Daddy, this is beautiful.” She ran her hands over the metal gingerly as if she could hurt it.
He opened his closet. “I’m sure you’ll find some camo in here that’ll fit you. We leave at
dawn.”

***

Aurora couldn’t sleep that night, she laid in her bed tossing and turning, thinking about the hunt
the next morning. Would she shoot a rabbit? A squirrel? Would there be a deer in her freezer for
the winter? She laid there for as long as she could, then got up and went to her desk. Her room
was small, but that’s only because she got her own room. The boys had to share, and Daddy was
Daddy, so he got the master bedroom.

She sat down and opened the envelope from Yale.
“Dear Aurora,
Welcome to Yale College! It is with the greatest enthusiasm…”
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She read the letter a couple times, couldn’t believe her luck, then slipped it back into the
envelope. She turned to go back to her bed when she saw a woman sitting on the covers. She was
Aurora’s physical equal, a little plump with long gold hair, smile lines creased her cheeks and
Aurora knew exactly what it meant. She sat on the bed next to her mother.
“Go.” Her lips moved but there was no sound.
Aurora smiled and cried at the same time. “Thank you.”
“Rory.” And with that, the woman was gone.
Aurora woke with a start as her dad beat on her bedroom door. “Let’s go, time to hunt.”

***

It was cold, which is an understatement. Aurora could feel her cheeks changing colors and the
wind whipped her hair around her face. Her cheeks hurt, her nose ran, and her eyes stung in the
wind.
Aaron stepped up next to her. “Hey, look over there.” He pointed with his gun towards a
small clearing. “Every seen it in the winter?”
She looked at her favorite clearing, she hadn’t realized where they were. In spring, for her
and Aaron’s birthday, they would have a family pick nick right by the water. Aaron would fish in
the creek with his homemade rod and the new tackle that he always got, and Aurora would lean
against a tree and write or draw with the new parchment she would get. Ronnie and Daddy
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would nap after they ate their fill, then everyone would head home around three to cook the fish
Aaron caught for supper.
In the winter it looked sad, dead, almost scary. She shivered as she looked at the dead
grass on the ground, patches of frost and ice lined the creek. Aurora felt colder.
“Gnarly, right?” Aaron smiled; his face was flushed with cold.
“Yeah.” She turned away and followed Daddy deeper into the woods. “Gnarly.”
They made it to a patch of land that was open, not as big as the meadow, with a deer
feeder in the middle. Aurora recognized the deer feeder, it was homemade, an old bucket with a
hole cut in the side and a board attached to the bottom. When the deer steps on the board corn
rolls out, and they keep coming back for more corn as food becomes scares during the winter.
Easy meal. She knew this one by its paint job. It was unmistakably her patchy camo work. Glints
of shiny bucket stuck out from between strips of black, olive, and hunter green.
“This feels like cheating.” Aurora climbed into the tree blind after Daddy.
“Well, it’s not. Its survival of the fittest. Keep your voice down.” Daddy hissed.
Aaron pointed across the clearing to another deer stand just opposite of the clearing.
Daddy gave him a thumbs up and he headed for the other tree.
Aurora sat quietly in the tree for several hours, waiting. A couple of squirrels played on a
tree branch not five feet from her. She nudged Daddy and pointed, then held up her gun.
He put a hand on her and whispered, “be patient.”
They waited so long the sun blistered the clearing. Aurora could feel herself sweating in
the large jacket but knew if she took it off it would make too much commotion.
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Then it happened. A large deer with great big antlers stepped up to the feeder. He walked
over and stamped his foot on the wooden plank. Corn rolled towards his foot, and he put his head
down.
Daddy nudged Aurora and pointed. “He’s all yours.”
Aurora lifted her gun, took aim, and held her breath. She gently squeezed the trigger, then
a crack filled the space. The deer fell with a thud, a hole just above its eye was dripping blood,
and its brains had splattered the grass on the opposite side.
Aaron ripped open the deer blind and yelled, “hot damn, girl! We’re going to eat like
kings!”
Daddy put a hand on Aurora’s shoulder and squeezed. “I am so proud of you.”
She smiled; tears streaked the paint on her face. “I got into Yale. I’m leaving in July.”
He pulled her close and kissed her forehead.

***

Aaron hoisted the deer over his shoulders and they walked home in silence. Daddy helped them
skin the deer. He reached down into the blood and smeared it on her nose with his thumb. “And
now you’re a real hunter.”
Ronnie staggered out of the house down to where the skinning post was. He snapped a
few photos with his phone, high fived Aurora, even offered her a sip of his beer. “I knew you had
it in you.”
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“Thanks, Ronnie.” Aurora picked up the five-gallon-bucket full of guts and handed it to
him. “Time to pull your weight, Blind-side.”
Aurora looked her face over in the bathroom mirror. The blood had turned a dark brown
and was flaking off, it was disgusting, and she hated it, but it was tradition for your first kill. “All
warriors wear their paint” her grandfather said when Aaron shot his first deer. She felt a pang of
jealousy that she wanted to go away.
There was a small knock on the door. “Little Rory. Star of the sky. Let me in.” Aaron
swung the door open and leaned against the doorframe. “So, Yale then?”
She nodded and wiped her face. “Yale.”

***

The truck was loaded, and the gas gage said full. All that was left was goodbye. Aurora hugged
Ronnie and kissed his cheek. “Don’t drive Daddy nuts, okay? He’s going to kill you. Don’t think
he won’t.”
“Yeah, yeah. You aren’t smart yet, you still got to go to class.” He picked her up and
swung her around. He set her down and went inside, wiping tears from his face as he went.
Daddy looked like a statue, strait up, unmoving, emotions on vacation far, far away. He
had his serious face on. “Well, the tires are new, the gas tank is full, and I checked your oil last
night, you should be good to go.”
“There’s just one thing left, then.”
He looked at her and furrowed his brow. “What?”
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Aurora wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. He softened and wrapped his
arms around her. “I love you, Daddy.”
He sighed and kissed her face. “I love you, too.”
They stood there, hugging and crying, for just a moment longer, when she broke free and
wiped her face. “Okay, then. I guess this is goodbye, at least until spring.”
“Yeah, when spring gets here it’ll all be okay.”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah.”
They stood there for a moment more, then Aurora turned away. “Okay, Daddy. Bye bye.”
“Bye bye. Love you.”
Aurora tried to joke but it hurt her throat to talk. “You said that.”
“I meant that.”
She got in the truck quickly before she changed her mind and started it when the
passenger side door opened and Aaron hopped in, suitcase in hand. “What the hell are you
doing?”
“The best I can.” He smiled wide, then waved out the window at Daddy. “See ya, Pop!
Have a great winter!” He put on his seat belt and grinned. “To Harvard!”
“Yale,” Aurora corrected.
“To Yale!”
And with that Aurora put the truck in drive and they made their grand escape from the
mountain.
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